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Despite calls by U.S. researchers and policymakers for more teachers of color, 
teaching remains an overwhelmingly White profession, even in light of demographic 
shifts rendering children of color the numeric majority in U.S. pre/schools. Relatedly, 
even as over one-fourth of children in the United States are immigrants, immigrant and 
transmigrant teachers have been marginalized in teacher education. Seeking to address 
this problem from a critical–ideological paradigmatic perspective, this study sought to 
learn from transmigrant teachers’ negotiations of identities and practices. 
Rejecting essentialized notions of immigrant teachers/communities and focusing 
on Chinese transmigrant teachers teaching Chinese immigrant children and children of 
immigrants, it sought to understand how they negotiated their teacher identities and 
pedagogical practices in light of occupational, geographical, and migrational intersections 
	
of identities and experiences. Further, it sought to document how these were enacted in 
early childhood public school classrooms.  
Situated in New York City, home to the largest Chinese and Chinese-American 
population of any city outside Asia, this collective case study centered the voices, 
identities, and experiences of three Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers via 
Thirdspace theory, bridging identity, and transnational funds of knowledge. Doing so 
accounted for their individuality and collectivity. Analytically,  
• Thirdspace theory was used to map how they reconciled transnational 
identities, experiences, and pedagogical practices in the classroom; 	
• bridging identity helped deepen understandings of how they constructed a 
professional/occupational identity influenced by, but not limited to, past 
biographical experiences; and 	
• transnational funds of knowledge epitomized their lived experiences resulting 
from transnational navigations and/or belonging to transnational communities, 
capturing the complex flow of knowledges that characterized their 
experiences and pedagogies. 	
Findings shed light onto the power and potential of Chinese transmigrant early 
childhood teachers in the education of Chinese immigrant children. Implications 
underscore the need for teacher education to learn from the experiences of international 
teacher candidates, recognizing how they may serve as role models for all students while 
improving the outcomes and school experiences of immigrant students, leveraging the 












© Copyright Hyeyoung Ghim 2020 
















To all marginalized teachers  













너무나 당연한 말임에도 지극히 사실이기에 이렇게 시작할 수 없습니다. 이 
논문을 완성하고 제가 유아교육 및 교사교육 전공자가 되기까지 많은 사건들과 
계기들이 있었지만 그 가운데는 항상 “사람”들이 있었습니다. 
 
진로 선택의 기로에 놓여 방황하던 때 유치원에서 일할 기회를 소개해 준 선형, 
인디애나에서 박사 1년을 마치고 고민에 빠져 있을 때 박사 원서 재도전을 
응원해 준 룸메이트 혜영 언니, 박사학위 과정이라는 긴 여정에서 지적으로 
정신적으로 응원해 주고 함께 버텨준 소중한 친구들: 인디애나의 주희, 진아 
언니, 효진 언니, 그리고 컬럼비아의 영휘, 지성, 써니 언니, 은정 언니, 현진 
언니, 혜민 언니, 한국에서 자료 공수해 보내준 태정 언니, 주연 언니 . . . 특히 
수시로 간식, 반찬 챙겨주고 기꺼이 소이 돌보아 준 컬럼비아 지인들의 소중한 
시간과 마음 덕에 무사히 공부를 마칩니다. 그 외에도 늘 대단하다, 대견하다 
응원해 준 한국의 오랜 친구들 덕에 지금 이 글을 쓸 수 있습니다. 
 
천직이라 느끼는 유아교육 교사의 길 대신 학자의 삶을 택한 후로 이 일의 
“의미”에 대해 자주 고민하였습니다. 때로는 이 선택을 후회하기도 하고 이따금 
중도 포기하고 싶은 충동을 느끼기도 했지만 그때마다 “하느님께서 내게 이 일을 
맡기신 이유”가 무엇일지 생각하며 버텨올 수 있었습니다. 끈기, 용기, 지혜를 
주신 하느님께 감사합니다. 
 
무엇보다 물리적으로 떨어져 있는 동안에도 온몸, 온 마음으로 저(와 소이를) 
보살펴 주고 지탱해 주신 부모님께 감사의 말씀을 전합니다. 무뚝뚝한 딸이라 늘 
이런 공간에서 이야기 하네요. 존경하고 사랑하고 감사합니다. 
 
마지막으로, 소중한 나의 아기 소이—엄마가 시간을 더 알차고 효율적으로 쓸 수 
있게 해주고, 소이 재우고 글 쓸 수 있게 밤에 잘 자주고, 때로 소이를 엄마 
친구들에게 맡겨야 할 때도 씩씩하게 잘 지내줘서 너무너무 고마워. 공부하는 
엄마 만나서 우리 아기는 고생이 많겠지만 엄마는 우리 딸 덕분에 지금까지 버틸 
수 있었단다. 시간이 지날수록 우리 딸이 자랑스러워할 수 있는 엄마가 되도록 
노력할게. 고맙고 미안하고 사랑해.  
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Background of the Problem 
 
 
The burgeoning presence of international students in U.S. higher education 
institutions is undeniable. The number of international students studying at higher 
education institutions in the United States has steadily increased since 1965, when 
immigration law was changed to allow easy entrance of foreign nationals as international 
students (Ong & Liu, 1994). In 1971, the State Department issued 65,000 student visas 
(Borjas, 2002). During the 2018–2019 academic year, it was reported that 1,095,299 
international students were enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities, constituting 
approximately 5.5% of students in higher education enrollment nationwide (Institute of 
International Education, 2019). In just a few decades, the number of international 
students increased by more than 1,500%. 
Unfortunately, the growing presence of international students is often reduced to 
monetary value and only their financial contributions are taken into account (Rice et al., 





institutions perceive international students as “cash cows”1 (Cantwell, 2015; Choudaha, 
2017; Patton, 2012). International students have often been considered a “remarkable 
income generator” (Ban & Lee, 2018, p. 3) for the U.S. economy and U.S. higher 
education institutions, but have not always been regarded as individual human beings 
who can and do bring potential benefits to American society (Heng, 2017). The economic 
benefit of having international students in U.S. colleges is reported to be 32.8 billion U.S. 
dollars, yet institutions are ill-prepared to support international students academically, 
emotionally, and professionally (Choudaha, 2017). 
Moreover, international students’ life choices (e.g., country of residence after 
graduation, professional/occupational choices, family plans) often depend on the political 
situation in the United States. For example, the number of international students 
decreased immediately after the events of September 11, 2001, due to “real and perceived 
difficulties in obtaining student visas” (Obst & Forster, 2006, p. 3). Some students had to 
deal with additional background checks and layers of surveillance because of their racial 
or religious identities (Hazen & Alberts, 2006). With the Trump administration came an 
executive order prohibiting the entry of immigrants and visitors from seven Muslim-
majority countries, which served as a reminder of the “precarious world of insecurity” 
experienced by the international student community (Rose-Redwood, 2007, p. II). 
Although there were numerous attempts by the federal government to exclude foreign 
 
1 Cash cow is a term introduced by the Boston Consulting Group in the 1960s to indicate 
a product or company that provides a steady and reliable cash flow, allocated to fund the 





nationals from entering the United States, such as Operation Gatekeeper2 and the Secure 
Fence Act3 (Bender & Arrocha, 2017), Trump’s executive order was particularly 
provocative because it was signed to prevent specific ethnic groups from immigrating to 
the United States, which has not happened for 135 years, since the Chinese Exclusion Act 
in 1882. 
Such political decisions not only create emotional stress, fear, and insecurity 
among international students but also directly affect their career and personal decisions. 
According to the Chronicle of Higher Education (2017), international students and 
scholars already residing in the United States showed concerns regarding whether they 
could reenter the country to complete their studies if they left to attend a conference or 
visit family. According to Hazen and Alberts (2006), international students in the United 
States most often brought up political tensions over race and nationality as a disincentive 
to stay in the country after graduation. 
International students are often considered racial and/or ethnic minorities (Yao et 
al., 2019). Over 66% of international students in the United States are from Asian 
countries comprising East Asia, South and Central Asia, Southeast Asia, and 10.4% are 
from countries in the Middle East and North Africa (Institute of International Education, 
 
2 Operation Gatekeeper was “a measure implemented during the Presidency of Bill 
Clinton by the United States Border Patrol (then a part of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service [INS]), aimed at halting illegal immigration to the United States at 
the United States–Mexico border near San Diego, California” (Operation Gatekeeper, 
n.d., para. 1). 
3 The Secure Fence Act was a bill signed by George W. Bush in 2006. It “authorize[d] 
the construction of hundreds of miles of additional fencing along our Southern border; 
Authorize[d] more vehicle barriers, checkpoints, and lighting to help prevent people from 
entering our country illegally; Authorize[d] the Department of Homeland Security to 
increase the use of advanced technology like cameras, satellites, and unmanned aerial 





2016). They have cultures that are distinctive from the dominant culture, speak primary 
languages other than English, are considered to be mostly people of color, and are 
physically distanced from their home countries and families. These characteristics expose 
international students to various forms of discrimination, such as racism and nativism, 
and the existing literature often portrays them from deficit perspectives without 
interrogating dominant discourses and racist ideas, such as White supremacy (Yao et al., 
2019). 
Not only is there a lack of attention to international students in migration research 
(Li et al., 1996), but the majority of previous studies about international students focus on 
how they assimilate to the host country and to a new education system (Hazen & Alberts, 
2006). International students are often portrayed as incompetent individuals who fail to 
adjust to a new culture; their struggle and stress are attributed to individual or cultural 
traits (e.g., Constantine et al., 2004; Fritz et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2004; Rice et al., 2012; 
Wei et al., 2007). This reflects the stubbornly persistent paradigms that dominate social 
structures and interactions (i.e., inferiority paradigm and deficit or culturally deprived 
paradigm) of perceiving culturally, racially, ethnically, linguistically, and 
socioeconomically diverse people as inferior to White people (Goodwin et al., 2008). 
There is a paucity of data regarding where international students go and what they 
do once they graduate. Not only is there a lack of longitudinal data on the migratory 
patterns of international students (Hazen & Alberts, 2006; Lee & Kim, 2010; Zong & 
Batalova, 2016), little is known about their post-graduate career development experiences 





the United States on an H-1B4 visa or other work visas, rather than those who adjust their 
visa status from an F-15 student visa to a work visa (Hazen & Alberts, 2006). However, 
given that the number of international students is increasing every year, it is fair to 
assume that the international workforce is increasing accordingly. In fact, some 
international students set permanent immigration as a long-term goal, having career- 
and/or family-related motives (Arthur, 2007). 
International students retain specific skills and assets from individual experiences 
and “linguistic and cultural-historical repertoires” of practice (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003, 
p. 22) from their home countries, coupled with professional skills and knowledge they 
acquire through the education in the United States (Arthur & Flynn, 2013; Ziguras & 
Law, 2006). As a field, we need to better understand how international students negotiate 
their occupational identities and professional practices through transnational experiences. 
I argue that understanding and documenting the experiences of international students in 
the field of early childhood education is particularly imperative, considering the issues 
stated in the following section. 
 
Statement of Problem 
 
 
There were 16,786 international students studying in the field of education as of 
the 2018–2019 academic year (Institute of International Education, 2019). It is difficult to 
track how many decided to stay and work in the field due to the lack of attention to the 
 
4 The H-1B visa is a nonimmigrant visa that allows U.S. companies to employ graduate 
level workers in specialty occupations (H-1B Visa, n.d.). 
5 The F-1 visa is a type of nonimmigrant student visa that allows foreigners to pursue 





international student population in general and particularly to their career development 
experiences (Arthur, 2007). Considering the current issues the U.S. education system is 
facing (such as teacher shortage, cultural and racial incongruence between students and 
teachers, growing numbers of students of color, and Eurocentric6 teacher education, to 
name a few), it is important to understand why international students in the education 
field are underappreciated and often perceived only as cash cows. First, teacher shortage 
has been an ongoing problem within the United States (Dee & Goldhaber, 2017). The 
United States currently faces teacher recruitment and retention problems and struggles to 
secure the number of teachers needed in schools; if current trends continue, it is estimated 
that about 316,000 new teachers will be needed every year by 2025 (Sutcher et al., 2016).  
According to recent data released by American College Testing (ACT) and the 
Department of Education, both the number of high school students interested in pursuing 
education majors and the number of college students pursuing teaching careers are 
steadily decreasing (Aragon, 2016). In fact, only 5% of the students who took the ACT in 
2014 reported they were interested in pursuing a career in education (ACT, 2015). 
Enrollment in teacher preparation programs has dropped 35% between 2009 and 2014, 
while student enrollment in U.S. schools (preschool through twelfth grade) is expected to 
grow by three million in the next decade (Berry & Shields, 2017). At the same time, the 
United States is losing about 8% of its teachers every year, making teacher shortage a real 
problem (Sutcher et al., 2016). All in all, a serious teacher shortage is foreseen in the near 
future of U.S. schools. 
 
6 I use the words “Eurocentric” and “Western” interchangeably throughout the study. The 
words indicate “a worldview that is centered on Western civilization or a biased view that 





While the decreasing number of teachers is one problem, there is another 
significant issue in U.S. education: cultural and racial mismatch between students and 
teachers. Approximately 85% of teachers are White, middle-class, monolingual females, 
while 52.5% of the public-school population is constituted of students of color (Boser, 
2014; Johnson & Bryan, 2017; National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). That is, 
more than half of the students are being taught by teachers whose cultural, racial, ethnic, 
and linguistic identities do not align with their own (Bryan & Ford, 2014). Considering 
the extant studies showing White teachers’ stereotypical perceptions of marginalized7 
students (Adair, 2014; Pang & Sablan, 1998; Picower, 2009; Price, 2010; Solórzano & 
Yosso, 2001; Terrill & Mark, 2000) and the positive impact of having culturally and 
racially congruent teachers (Boutte & Jackson, 2013; Dee, 2004; Jackson, 2011; Milner, 
2005; Quiocho & Ríos, 2000; Ríos & Montecinos, 1999; Sleeter, 2000; Su, 1996), the 
current state of cultural and racial mismatch between students and teachers is a serious 
problem. 
The growing number of immigrant children and families adds more complexity to 
the cultural and racial mismatch between students and teachers in U.S. schools. From 
2006 to 2011, the number of children aged zero to 17 who had at least one immigrant 
parent grew from 15.7 to 17.2 million (Hanson & Simms, 2014). Nearly one-quarter of 
all children in the United States are children of immigrants mostly from Latin American, 
Asian, and African countries, and half of their parents speak languages other than English 
(Hanson & Simms, 2014). Considering the changing demographics of school-aged 
 
7 I use the term marginalized to capture “process[es] by which individuals, social groups, 
and even ideas are made peripheral to the mainstream by relegating or confining them to 





children and their families, researchers have verified that children benefit from teachers 
of color as well as from immigrant teachers (Adair, 2012; Cochran-Smith, 2004; 
Goodwin, 2004; Jackson & Kohli, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 2005; Partelow et al., 2017) 
and suggest recruiting more teachers of color as one way to address the cultural, racial, 
and linguistic mismatch between teachers and students (Chang, 2006; Haddix, 2016; 
McHugh et al., 2015). However, this is where the third problem lies. 
In terms of curriculum and demographics, U.S. teacher education centers 
Whiteness (Milner et al., 2013; Sleeter, 2017). The majority of the teacher education 
professoriate is White (specifically European American), middle-class, and monolingual 
(Ladson-Billings, 2001; Merryfield, 2000). It is possible that most teacher educators are 
not familiar with current student demographics, which are increasingly culturally, 
racially, ethnically, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse, and are fostering 
“culturally encapsulated” (Melnick & Zeichner, 1997, p. 23) teaching experiences in the 
preparation of White teacher candidates (Goodwin, 2004; Schulte, 2009; Souto-Manning, 
2019). They are thus preparing White teachers to primarily support the academic success 
of White students (Dee, 2004; Souto-Manning, 2019). Moreover, “the overwhelming 
presence of Whiteness” in teacher education (Sleeter, 2001, p. 94) marginalizes the 
voices of teachers of color (Mensah & Jackson, 2018). 
Pre-service teachers of color and immigrant teachers are considered possible 
solutions to the shortage of teachers of color and the growing number of students of color 
and immigrant children (Adair, 2012; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Dee, 2005; Goodwin, 2004; 
Ladson-Billings, 2005). However, the number of individuals of color enrolled in teacher 





Further, their presence has been overlooked in teacher education (Villegas & Davis, 
2008). Simply put, current teacher education programs are not adequately preparing 
teachers to support the development and meaningful learning of marginalized students 
and families in diverse school settings, accepting very few teachers of color and requiring 
only “stand-alone multicultural education courses” (Sleeter, 2001, p. 98), which are 
insufficient at best (Gorski, 2009). 
Among the marginalized populations in teacher education, I found that 
international students received little attention in the field, similar to how international 
students have been culturally, racially, ethnically, and linguistically marginalized in U.S. 
school settings (Gitlin et al., 2003; Goodwin, 2002; Knight, 2011; Solórzano & 
Villalpando, 1998). There is an absence of scholarship on international students in U.S. 
teacher education programs and on international teachers who graduated from U.S. 
teacher education programs. 
Utilizing JSTOR and ProQuest, I used several keywords to search for relevant 
studies: international teacher, international student, and teacher education program. 
When I combined descriptors to search for studies about international teachers who 
graduated from teacher education programs in the United States, relatively few studies 
appeared: 27 for “international student and teacher education program,” 19 for 
“international teacher and teacher education program,” 11 for “international teacher and 
international student,” and 93 for “international teacher and teacher education.” Most of 
these studies were related to globalizing teacher education programs by offering 
international student teaching experiences to U.S. pre-service teachers (e.g., 





et al., 2015; Wilson, 1993), and did not feature research about international students in 
U.S. teacher education programs or international teachers in the United States. The 
participants of these studies were mostly White, U.S. teachers who had gone abroad for 
international student teaching experience or had participated in on-campus cultural 
exchanges to expand cultural competence in preparation for teaching in a globalized 
world and in diverse classrooms. Although it is meaningful to look at White teachers and 
how international experiences positively influenced their teaching practices, I question 
why international teachers have not been given more attention in the field despite their 
experiences also being international ones. 
The absence of research on international teachers and their experiences and 
preparation in the United States supports my claim that the presence of international 
students in the teacher education field has either not been recognized or been deliberately 
silenced. This neglect may have occurred because international students are expected to 
“simply come to the U.S. for higher education and then return to their [home] countries” 
(Yuan, 2016, p. 2); however, “in reality many international students never return to their 
home countries” (Alberts & Hazen, 2005, p. 131). It is thus necessary to pay attention to 
international teachers in the teaching field. 
 
Definition of Terms 
 
 
There is no consistency in the literature regarding the term international teacher 
(Bense, 2016). For example, Dunn (2013) used the term to refer to those who have 
“already taken a certification exam that proves that they meet the minimum requirements 





recruitment agencies that capitalize on cheap and movable labor from foreign countries in 
the name of globalization (Dunn, 2013). In other words, these international teachers are 
“sold” as “global ambassadors” to the United States to fulfill teaching positions on 
demand (Dunn, 2011b, p. 1380). Bense (2016) called the same teacher population 
migrant teachers, noting that the term “reflects the large number of teachers relocating 
for professional reasons and the emergence of a global labour market for qualified 
migrant teachers” (p. 11; see also Bartlett, 2014). These teachers have also appeared in 
the literature as foreign born/qualified/trained/national teachers or overseas 
born/qualified/trained teachers (e.g., Guo & Singh, 2009; Miller, 2008; Santoro et al., 
2001; Sharplin, 2009) depending on the different classifications and policies of the host 
countries (Bense, 2016). 
None of these terms depict the distinctive characteristics of the teacher population 
in my study. The participants that I focus on in this study are those who came to the 
United States as post-secondary students with F-1 student visas and adjusted the statuses 
of their visas to work visas, that is, H-1B visas, or other types of visas that allowed them 
to work and further their careers in the United States. In order to make this distinction, I 
initially used the term transitional international teacher. I added “transitional” to 
highlight the participants’ geographical transition from home country to the United 
States, occupational transition from student to teacher, and immigration status transition 
from F-1 visa to other types of visas that allowed them to work in the United States. I 
used this term hoping it would capture the multiple dimensions, experiences, and 
transitional stages these teachers had gone through.  





word “international.” Terms such as international teachers and international students 
foreignize the population and exclude them from the discussion about marginalized 
teachers in the United States. In particular, international students limits the contexts of 
individuals’ experiences merely to their immigration status as students from a foreign 
country. In the United States, the term refers to “individuals studying in the United States 
on a non-immigrant, temporary visa that allows for academic study at the post-secondary 
level. Immigrants, permanent residents, citizens, resident aliens (‘Green Card’ holders), 
and refugees are excluded from this definition” (International student, n.d.). Such a 
narrow definition of the term, coupled with already established cash cow narratives, 
causes a stereotypical understanding of the participants and fails to deliver complex 
meanings beyond immigration status embedded in their transnational experiences. In 
order to acknowledge the fluid nature of transitional experiences and identities 
constructed across geographical boundaries, I use the term transmigrant teacher 
throughout my study. 
The word transmigrant was first introduced in 1994 by Linda Bash, Nina Glick 
Schiller, and Christina Szanton Blanc in their co-authored book, Nations Unbound: 
Transnational Projects, Postcolonial Predicaments, and Deterritorialized Nation-States. 
The authors argued that the popular images associated with immigrant and migrant8 were 
insufficient to capture the characteristics of today’s immigrants, who “develop networks, 
 
8 Immigrant “evokes images of permanent rupture, of the abandonment of old patterns of 
life and the painful learning of a new culture and often a new language,” whereas 
migrants “are conceived of as transients who have come only to work; their stay is 





activities, patterns of living, and ideologies that span their home and the host society”9 (p. 
4). Transmigrants “take actions, make decisions, and develop subjectivities and identities 
embedded in networks of relationships that connect them simultaneously to two or more 
nation-states” (pp. 7–8). In this sense, I broadly define transmigrant teachers as those who 
relocate from a home country to a host country to become a teacher. The geographical 
transition indicates their transnational experiences, relationships, and identities 
constructed and negotiated across home and host societies. 
There are three reasons why transmigrant teachers deserve a term that 
distinguishes them from other marginalized teachers. First, transmigrant recognizes the 
fluidity of the teachers’ immigration status and experiences, by implying the uncertain 
and changing nature of their immigration status. For example, the teachers’ permanent 
residency will depend on various contexts, such as visa sponsorship and family situation. 
Yet, transmigrant also clearly conveys the message that they “engage in processes of 
transnationalism that span economic, cultural, social, ethnic, and national borders” 
(Transmigrant, n.d.).  
Second, the term validates the teachers’ bi-directional flow of ideas and 
experiences “immersed in—or at least heavily influenced by—two different countries” 
(Sánchez & Machado-Casas, 2009, p. 5). It allows me to “analyze the lived and fluid 
experiences of individuals [teachers] who act in ways that challenge our previous 
conflation of geographic space and social identity” (Bash et al., 1994, p. 8). In my study, 
this term not only allowed me to move beyond the limitations of previous notions of 
 
9 I reject the simplistic binary concepts of home and host countries, recognizing the 
intersectional, shifting, and multiple meanings of home(s) to transmigrants. These terms 





immigrants and migrants, but it also rejected the aforementioned stereotypical images of 
international students.  
Last, the term serves to give authority to this teacher population. The three 
transmigrant teachers who participated in my study traversed cultural, racial, ethnic, 
linguistic, and geographical borders and undertook the challenges of teacher education 
programs in the United States in order to become teachers. They acquired the teaching 
skills necessary to teach in U.S. classrooms, were certified, and went through the same 
(or harsher) job-seeking processes as other teachers. As such, this term serves to clearly 
identify and distinguish them from other international/migrant teachers who came to the 
United States already certified to fill teaching positions on demand. The experiences of 
teachers such as the ones from whom I learned in this study are currently not documented 
in research nor fully understood.  
In this study, I focused on transmigrant teachers who grew up in countries where 
English was not the primary language, finished their secondary education in their home 
countries, attended teacher education programs in the United States, held a U.S. teacher 
certificate, and taught in the United States after adjusting their visa status from an F-1 
visa to a work visa at the time data collection took place. Because language practices and 
repertoires play key roles in “identity construction and negotiation” (Norton, 1997, p. 
410), transmigrant teachers whose primary language was English were excluded from my 
study since their experiences are different from those teachers who are culturally, 
racially, ethnically, and linguistically marginalized in the United States. Further, the 
teachers from whom I sought to learn in this study had been hired as bilingual teachers 





a valuable commodity. Thus, their visa status adjustment was predicated on their 
knowledge of and ability to language bilingually in Chinese and English. I also excluded 
transmigrant teachers who did not attend teacher education programs, because the 
primary purpose of this study was to address the positioning of (former) international 
students in U.S. early childhood teacher education programs. 
 
Rationale for the Study 
 
 
Notwithstanding the absence of research about transmigrant teachers, there are 
studies about teachers of color and immigrant teachers that highlight the strengths they 
bring to students and families (e.g., Adair, 2012; Gershenson et al., 2016; Lindsay & 
Hart, 2017; Mensah, 2009, 2019; Niyubahwe et al., 2013; Sleeter, 2001; Villegas & 
Irvine, 2010). Transmigrant teachers, particularly those who were international students, 
are distinct from teachers of color and immigrant teachers, but they all share similar 
experiences of marginalization. Thus, it is important to look at the strengths and 
experiences of teachers of color and immigrant teachers prior to conducting a study about 
transmigrant teachers. 
Villegas and Irvine (2010) identified the major arguments of previous studies that 
insisted on the need for a diverse teaching force: teachers of color serve as role models 
for all students, improve the academic outcomes and school experiences of students of 
color, and are more committed to teaching students of color. Their inherent understanding 
of the backgrounds and experiences of students of color is embedded in their teaching 
practices (Villegas et al., 2012). Also, students are less likely to be subjected to 





the same racial and cultural background as their students (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). This is 
because teachers of color tend to have higher expectations of students of color compared 
to their White counterparts, whose expectations are often biased (Gershenson et al., 
2016).  
Recognition of the need for immigrant teachers and of their unique strengths has 
risen in accordance with the increasing demographic of immigrant students (Adair, 
2012). Teachers with immigrant backgrounds are precious “resources” to immigrant 
children and families (Niyubahwe et al., 2013) because they are more willing and likely 
to understand immigrant families’ cultures, beliefs, living conditions, and perspectives on 
education (Tobin et al., 2013). Moreover, immigrant teachers tend to be more attentive to 
the kind of discrimination immigrant children and families are exposed to (Adair, 2012). 
Although it is unfair and unethical to impose full responsibility on ethnically 
marginalized teachers for historically persistent inequity issues in U.S. education 
(Villegas et al., 2012), researchers generally agree that marginalized teachers hold more 
potential to bring critical and sociopolitical consciousness to teaching (Boutte & Jackson, 
2013; Jackson, 2011; Quiocho & Ríos, 2000; Ríos & Montecinos, 1999). Pre-service 
teachers of color are more aware of racial, ethnic, and class discrimination (Su, 1996) and 
are more likely to “bring a commitment to multicultural teaching, social justice, and 
providing children of color with an academically challenging curriculum” (Sleeter, 2000, 
p. 212). On the other hand, White teachers, even with good intentions for students of 
color, often position themselves as “helpers” or “saviors” and perpetuate “patronizing 
forms of Whiteness” rooted in hierarchical race relationships and end up sustaining racist 





more effectively than White teachers as role models and mentors for similarly 
marginalized students, thus enhancing the educational performance of marginalized 
students (Ehrenberg, 1995). 
Transmigrant teachers who were international teachers are in a transitional stage, 
having the potential to immigrate and become first-generation immigrant teachers in the 
United States. I argue that the aforementioned strengths of teachers of color and 
immigrant teachers point toward the strengths of transmigrant teachers, based in their 
shared experiences of being racialized and marginalized. Therefore, the so-far neglected 
experiences and perspectives of (former international student) transmigrant teachers 
should be recognized, so current teacher education programs and educators can learn 
from them, (re)positioning them as resources beyond their monetary contributions to the 
well-being of institutions of higher education. 
This study is situated within a critical–ideological research paradigm based on an 
understanding that reality is constructed by power relations in social-historical contexts 
(Ponterotto, 2005). As such, it centers the voices, perspectives and experiences of 
racialized transmigrant teachers, aiming to trouble and rectify the norm of Whiteness in 
the field of teacher education (Cook, 2008; Sleeter, 2001). Further, it seeks to counter 
problematic and dehumanizing cash cow narratives framing international students in 
higher education. Ultimately, it seeks to “work toward egalitarian and democratic change 
and transformation” (Ponterotto, 2005, p. 130) for the betterment of education for all 
children and families, particularly the marginalized. The word “marginalized” is used in 
this manner to refer to the groups of teachers, children, and families who have been 





ethnic, and linguistic differences (Cook, 2008).  
 
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
 
Given the positive contributions transmigrant teachers may offer to immigrant 
students and families in particular and to students and families in general, these 
teachers—and how they navigate their identities and experiences as they become teachers 
in the United States—are a critical group from whom the field of early childhood teacher 
education can learn as it seeks to transform the racial and ethnic landscape of the early 
childhood teaching profession. Their experiences, including occupational transition from 
student to teacher, geographical transition from home country to the United States, and 
immigration status transition from international student to (im)migrant, impact the 
construction of their teacher identity. In addition to better mapping, documenting, and 
understanding how these teachers construct their teacher identities, we need to better 
understand how these identities are negotiated in the classroom. As such, this study 
engaged in an exploration to map and understand the unique strengths of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers as they teach in U.S. classrooms through a collective case study.  
Chinese immigrants are the fastest-growing population of Asian immigrants in the 
United States, being the largest single origin group (4.9 million) and constituting 
approximately one quarter of all Asian Americans (López et al., 2017). The population of 
Chinese immigrants in the United States has septupled since 1980 (Echeverria-Estrada & 
Batalova, 2020). As of 2017, China was one of the four most common countries of origin 
for first-generation children in the United States (Child Trends, 2018). Chinese 





(Echeverria-Estrada & Batalova, 2020). 
The number of Chinese international students in the United States has drastically 
increased in the past decade from 67,723 to 369,548 and is projected to continue to 
increase every year (Institute of International Education, 2008, 2019). As such, there is 
likelihood of growth in the Chinese transmigrant teacher population. Given the positive 
impact of teachers of color on the education of children of color and of same-race 
teachers (Gershenson et al., 2017), it is important to consider, map, document, and 
understand the experiences, identities, and navigations of the growing number of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers in U.S. early childhood classrooms. After all, Chinese transmigrant 
teachers have the potential to positively impact the growing percentage of Chinese 
immigrant children and children of Chinese immigrants. 
The benefits of having Chinese transmigrant teachers would be especially critical 
in early childhood settings (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Han & Thomas, 2010; Souto-
Manning, 2013b, 2014; Tobin et al., 2013; Turney & Kao, 2009). Early childhood 
classrooms are one of the first formal contexts predicated on dominant societal rules 
immigrant children and families encounter, and the dominant cultural practices sponsored 
and represented in these settings many times conflict with the cultural values in their 
home (Souto-Manning, 2013b, 2014; Tobin et al., 2013). Early childhood education is 
significant because success or failure at a young age is positively associated with 
educational and occupational outcomes in later life (Turney & Kao, 2009). Among 
various factors that affect children’s educational success and failure, early teacher-child 
relationships have a profound impact on children’s later school experiences (Hamre & 





practices is crucial to their developing social competence and strongly impacts their 
school experiences, academic achievement, and lifelong relationships (Han & Thomas, 
2010).  
When teachers misinterpret marginalized children and families due to cultural 
incongruence, children may be harmed by teachers. Teachers may assume that immigrant 
parents do not care about their children’s educational outcomes due to low levels of 
parental involvement (Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006; Turney & Kao, 2009) or may 
assess immigrant children and children of immigrants with culturally and linguistically 
biased assessment measures (Ntuli et al., 2014). As such, teachers who understand and 
“authentically care” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 69) for and about culturally, racially, 
ethnically, and linguistically marginalized children are very much needed in early 
childhood classrooms. 
This study was situated in New York City, where most foreign-born residents 
come from China, second to the Dominican Republic (Wang, 2018). Additionally, New 
York City is home to the highest Chinese and Chinese American population of any city 
outside of Asia; in 2015, the estimated Chinese and Chinese American population in 
NYC was 564,636, and in 2019, 18% of this population were children below the age of 
18 (Asian American Federation, 2019; New York City Department of City Planning, 
n.d.). The Chinese population in New York City outnumbers the total combined number 
of Chinese and Chinese Americans in San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Jose, Chicago, 
and Honolulu (List of U.S. cities with significant Chinese American populations, n.d.). 
As evidence of its thriving population, New York City has nine Chinatowns (Tuder, 





that offered Chinese-English dual language and transitional bilingual education programs 
(New York City Department of Education, n.d.-b). Finally, New York State has 
approximately 50 accredited colleges and universities that offer early childhood 
education degrees leading to initial teacher certification in New York, and many of them 
are located in New York City (Early Childhood Teacher, 2018). The generous number of 
early childhood teacher education programs opens up opportunities for Chinese 
international students to get a degree in early childhood education and work in the United 
States. All of the factors above made New York City an ideal place to conduct the study.  
In order to understand how Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers 
negotiated teacher identity and teaching practices rooted in occupational, geographical, 
and migrational intersections, I asked the following research questions: 
1. How do Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers negotiate their teacher 
identities as they experience occupational/geographical/visa transitions? 
2. How are the teacher identities of the Chinese transmigrant early childhood 
teachers enacted in early childhood classrooms when teaching Chinese 
immigrant children and children of Chinese immigrants? 
Sub-question: How do their (past) experiences and identities inform 






This study is largely framed by Edward W. Soja’s Thirdspace theory in order to 





across all perspectives and modes of thought” (Soja, 1996, p. 3), across the binary 
Western philosophical paradigm, and provides conceptual understanding of “Thirding-as-
Othering” (p. 60). In Thirdspace, existing ideas are restructured “selectively and 
strategically from the two opposing categories to open new alternatives” (p. 5). Chinese 
transmigrant teachers—who are bilingual, in a transitional stage of immigration, have 
lived in China, and transitioned from student to teacher—should be understood from 
multiple, dynamic intersections as “an-Other” (p. 60), not through previously existing 
binary concepts such as student and teacher, “foreigner” and immigrant, nonimmigrant 
and immigrant, White teacher and teacher of color, China and the United States, Chinese 
language and English language. Thirdspace moves beyond these categories, affording a 
new alternative. The unique and complicated intersections of the multiple identities of 
Chinese transmigrant teachers come together in Thirdspace through real-and-imagined 
practices, experiences, and identities.  
According to Soja, Firstspace is focused on the “real” material world, 
Secondspace “interprets this reality through ‘imagined’ representations of spatiality” (p. 
6), and Thirdspace encompasses “a multiplicity of real-and-imagined places” (p. 6). In 
this manner, Firstspace is the real world where Chinese transmigrant teachers 
experienced multiple transitions across countries; Secondspace is where they interpreted 
and made sense of their transnational experiences, and Thirdspace is where their 
reconciled teaching practices are enacted, that is, the early childhood classroom.  
The early childhood classroom should be understood not by its confined 
spatiality, but rather as “a fully lived space, a simultaneously real-and-imagined, actual-





2000, p. 11), being 
a meta-space of radical openness where everything can be found, where the 
possibilities for new discoveries and political strategies are endless, but where one 
must always be restlessly and self-critically moving on to new sites and insights, 
never confined by past journeys and accomplishments, always searching for 
differences, and Otherness, a strategic and heretical space “beyond” what is 
presently known and taken for granted. (p. 34) 
 
Within the context of this study, Thirdspace was situated as a space of possibility, where 
Chinese transmigrant teachers could manifest their lived experiences, actively 
developing, transforming, and making sense of their perceived (Firstspace) and conceived 
(Secondspace) experiences (Figure 1.1).  
 
Figure 1.1  
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and negotiate their professional identities, bridging their experiences in China and in the 
United States, as well as their cultural and professional knowledge, negotiating a 
Thirdspace within their classrooms through their teaching practices. This is captured by 
Galindo’s (1996) concept of a “bridging identity,” which allowed me to better understand 
how the three Chinese transmigrant teachers who participated in this study constructed 
professional/occupational identities that were influenced by, but not limited to, their past 
biographical experiences.  
Galindo argued that the cultural, ethnic, and linguistic experiences of 
marginalized teachers must be “validated, affirmed, and considered to be central to their 
occupational identity” (p. 85), employing Charmaz’s (1991) definition of identity: 
   Identity takes into account both past and future definitions of self. . . . Hence, 
past identities, when validated, provide continuity of self in the present and 
expectation for the future. Here, self refers to the organized set of internalized 
attachments, commitments, attributes, images, and identifications with which a 
person creates a concept of self. (p. 72) 
 
Extending this definition, Galindo (1996) further asserted that “teacher role identity can 
be viewed as an identity that reaches as much into the past to make connections with the 
student and . . . toward the future through the hopes and aspirations that teachers hold for 
their students” (p. 96). The professional/occupational identity I refer to throughout the 
study is grounded in Galindo’s understanding of teacher role identity.  
Marginalized teachers’ past experiences of marginalization are central to their 
emerging teacher identities in the present and future and affect their curricular choices 
and relationships with students and families (Galindo, 1996). In this sense, Thirdspace 
(the classroom) was conceptualized in this study as not only a space for Chinese 





teacher identity construction and negotiation. 
 
Transnational Funds of Knowledge 
In addition to Thirdspace theory and bridging identity, I employed the theory of 
transnational funds of knowledge (Sánchez, 2007) to understand the “transgressive 
conceptualization of lived space” (Soja, 1996, p. 34) held by Chinese transmigrant 
teachers. The term funds of knowledge is a way to describe “forms of knowledge that 
arise dynamically from a range of everyday experiences among marginalized—and 
therefore poorly understood—populations who interact with mainstream society via its 
social structures” (Rodriguez, 2013, p. 90). It emphasizes students’ knowledge, skills, 
and strategies accumulated beyond school settings, thus often neglected by teachers, in 
order to counter cultural deficit narratives in education and recognize community assets 
(Rodriguez, 2013). While a funds of knowledge framework has been employed by 
several researchers to recognize and appreciate the knowledge, experiences, and 
repertoires of practice that immigrant students and teachers bring into classrooms (Adair, 
2011; Gupta, 2006; Moll et al., 1992), it is not enough to describe the geographically 
transgressive, or transnational, experiences of the Chinese transmigrant teachers who 
participated in this study. Instead, I employed transnational funds of knowledge, which 
allowed me to focus on their lived experiences “derived from transnational journeying or 
membership in transnational communities” (Dabach & Fones, 2016, pp. 11–12) and 
accounted for the bidirectional flow of knowledge accumulated in Firstspace and 
Secondspace.  
Together, Thirdspace, bridging identity, and transnational funds of knowledge 





the value in their experiences as well as to map how they developed their teacher 




   Neither research participants nor researchers can be neutral, because . . . they 
are always positioned culturally, historically, and theoretically. (Freeman et al., 
2007, p. 27) 
 
This study is deeply rooted in my multifaceted, in-between, overlapping identities 
as a transmigrant teacher, international student, teacher educator, researcher, Korean, 
bilingual, foreigner, and migrant, which are positioned and continue to be shaped 
culturally, historically, and theoretically. The fluidity and complexity of my identity 
equips me with both an insider and outsider view, which sometimes hindered and at other 
times enriched my data interpretation. 
I came to the United States to pursue a master’s degree in early childhood 
education and worked in U.S. schools after graduating from a pre-service early childhood 
teacher education program, just like the participants in this study. Although I was 
confident in my ability as an early childhood educator, I was discouraged from working 
in the United States due to my visa status and the fact that my first language was not 
English. My passion for teaching was overshadowed by dominant discourses privileging 
Americanness (Eurocentric notions of Americanness), which also affected my teacher 
identity development. I felt guilty for not knowing enough about dominant American 
culture (e.g., songs, books, folktales, food, etiquette), language, and history, and I tried 
hard to be one of them to ease my guilt. I wanted to provide students and families with 





home to not make mistakes in English pronunciation and listened to American children’s 
songs, all the while rarely disclosing my cultural identity. When my coworkers asked 
whether I was born and raised in the United States, I smiled instead of correcting them. In 
fact, I thought it was an indicator that I was doing well as a teacher. During this time, I 
worked hard to assimilate, consciously working to erase any trace of my cultural, racial, 
ethnic, and linguistic background and unconsciously denying my identity. 
I did not see my true strength as a transmigrant teacher until my third year of 
teaching, when I had a number of Korean, Chinese, and Malaysian children in my class. 
Some of them were first- and second-generation immigrants and others were migrants. 
Because of my own journey as a transmigrant teacher, the kinds of interaction, care, and 
support I could cultivate with these children and families were different from my 
previous experiences with children and families from dominant U.S. culture; they were, 
most importantly, authentic. This was when I realized that “my plural identities and funds 
of knowledge could be resources in teaching my immigrant students” (McDevitt, 2018, p. 
94). Through and with them, I finally realized who I really was as a teacher, where my 
strengths laid, and what strengths I had as a transmigrant teacher. Specifically, I 
recognized that my experiences, practices, and communicative repertoires did not 
comprise deficits, but assets (Souto-Manning et al., 2019). 
An array of experiences shaped my identity and positionality as a researcher. 
While developing and refining the focus, purpose, and aims of this research study, I 
reflected on my time traveling back and forth and on my journey as a transmigrant 
teacher. Conversations with my colleagues, both pre- and in-service transmigrant 





of a larger phenomenon (Dyson & Genishi, 2005), and as such, it did not simply reflect 
an isolated experience. 
Challenging the deficit perspectives that once framed my own understanding of 
my teacher identity, I decided to take up the metaphor of mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors described by Sims Bishop (1990): Books that serve as mirrors make readers 
“see reflections of themselves and their world” (p. 19). Books that serve as windows 
make readers “see people and places that may be different from the world in which they 
live” (Martinez et al., 2016, p. 19) and can become sliding glass doors that invite readers 
to become part of the world created by the author. The stories of Chinese transmigrant 
teachers in this study are likely to provide mirrors for transmigrant teachers like them and 
windows for those who have not (yet) recognized them. As such, this study serves, in that 
sense, as a sliding glass door, inviting teacher educators to witness the journeys and enter 
the space(s) Chinese transmigrant teachers have navigated and created. My role as a 
researcher was to map these spaces through the stories and practices of three Chinese 
transmigrant teachers. In doing so, I contribute to conversations pertaining to the 
important role of transmigrant early childhood teachers. 
 
Significance of the Study 
 
With the rapid increase in the numbers of immigrant children (who are often 
racialized and Othered) and children of color, whose cultural practices, racial identities, 
ethnicities, and language repertoires do not match those of the overwhelmingly White 
teacher population in U.S. schools, it is imperative to recruit more teachers who can 





importance of diversifying the teaching force (Mensah & Jackson, 2018; Quiocho & 
Ríos, 2000) for the aforementioned reasons, the presence of transmigrant teachers has not 
been recognized in teacher education. This study of Chinese transmigrant teachers offers 
implications concerning the preparation and contributions of transmigrant teachers, who 
have great strengths that can benefit all children and families as well as the U.S. early 
education systems.  
By examining how three Chinese transmigrant teachers constructed their 
professional teacher identities through various transitions within and across physical 
geographical boundaries (China and the United States), the field of early childhood 
teacher education can gain powerful insights to address tensions and issues pervading 
early education systems (i.e., the growing number of immigrant children, the cultural and 
racial mismatch between students and teachers, and the positioning of Whiteness in 
teacher education). This study (re)affirms that (Chinese) transmigrant teachers have 
strengths, just like teachers of color and immigrant teachers, and proposes that all 
students and families—including White students and families—can benefit from having 
transmigrant teachers. 
Allowing transmigrant teachers to go unrecognized in research and practice will 
likely lead to losses in a valuable teaching force, on top of the already disproportionate 
and insufficient number of teachers in the United States. Ladson-Billings (2005) noted 
that a diverse teaching force ensures all students experience “a more accurate picture of 
what it means to live and work in a multicultural and democratic society” (p. 231). 
Transmigrant teachers have existed for many years in U.S. classrooms but have not been 





Recognizing Chinese transmigrant teachers is a step towards completing the picture of 
the multicultural and democratic society Ladson-Billings described. Among efforts to 
diversify and increase the number of teachers, particularly those who work with 
marginalized students and families, it is important to document and reposition the 
strengths of transmigrant teachers—from margin to center. 
This study’s findings and implications will inform teacher education and teacher 
educators, who need to more fully acknowledge the presence of teacher candidates who 
are international students, learn from their experiences, and recognize their contributions 
to early childhood teacher education as a field. Barton, Hartwig, and Cain (2015) argued 
that international students in teacher education should be viewed “as unique individuals 
who experience their study, professional experience or practicum . . . differently” (p. 
150). Instead of acknowledging and exploring the different experiences people have 
when becoming teachers, teacher education has resisted engagement with and adaptation 
to new knowledge (Goodwin & Kosnik, 2013). This has, for example, silenced the voices 
of pre-service teachers of color in the design and structure of teacher education programs 
(Souto-Manning, 2019; Souto-Manning & Cheruvu, 2016), resulting in the reproduction 
of culturally encapsulated10 teachers.  
Teacher educators argue there needs to be a diverse teaching force that employs 
culturally responsive pedagogies in classrooms, but few efforts have been made to learn 
from and about their own, often marginalized, international students. Culturally 
responsive pedagogies appreciate “the cultural characteristics, experiences, and 
 
10 Cultural encapsulation is “the lack of understanding, or ignorance, of another’s cultural 
background and the influence this background has on one’s current view of the world” 





perspectives of ethnically diverse students” and incorporate those components into 
teaching by “developing a knowledge base about cultural diversity, including ethnic and 
cultural diversity content in the curriculum, demonstrating caring and building learning 
communities, communicating with ethnically diverse students, and responding to ethnic 
diversity in delivery of instruction” (Gay, 2002, p. 106).  
By recognizing the presence of Chinese transmigrant teachers, teacher educators 
may better appreciate the assets of these pre-service teachers and move away from all-
too-common stereotypes and deficit perspectives (Heng, 2017). Chinese transmigrant 
teachers’ experiences, both as students and teachers, offer insights to shift the current 
landscape of teacher education. Chinese international students in teacher education 
programs should not simply and simplistically be considered cash cows, but valuable 
resources who have more than monetary contributions to make. Fellow pre-service 
teachers can also learn from the experiences of (Chinese) transmigrant teachers and 
access their transnational funds of knowledge.  
By centering the identities, navigations, negotiations, and practices of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers, who are all too often unrecognized, silenced, and marginalized, 
this study shows that Chinese transmigrant teachers have many strengths and 
contributions to make. By listening to their voices and learning from their experiences, 
the field of early childhood teacher education can “build further, to move on, to 
continuously expand the production of knowledge beyond what is presently known” 
(Soja, 1996, p. 61), envisioning a more hopeful and inclusive future for early childhood 
teacher education and teaching.  





following chapter, I review extant literature relevant to my research topic, describing 
major related positions and studies, further affirming the importance of this study. After 
discussing my research methodology in Chapter III, I describe individual participants’ 
educational journeys to become teachers in the United States and present my major 
findings and themes in Chapter V. In Chapter VI, I synthesize the findings to answer my 












There is a paucity of data on the experiences of marginalized teachers in general 
and in early childhood education in particular (Goodwin et al., 2006; Haddix, 2016; 
Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012; Kohli, 2009; Lee, 2010; McDevitt, 2018; Miller & Endo, 
2005; Sleeter, 2001; Souto-Manning & Cheruvu, 2016; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). Studies 
about Chinese transmigrant teachers are even scarcer, suggesting that their presence has 
not been recognized in the field of teacher education.  
Due to the dearth of literature about transmigrant teachers, this chapter begins 
with the overarching argument framing and situating my topic, that there is a need for 
diverse teachers in U.S. schools. Next, I look at previous studies about diverse teachers, 
specifically culturally, racially, and ethnically marginalized teachers, focusing on their 
positive teaching practices. The scope of my literature review pertains to marginalized 
teachers whose identity characteristics overlap with those of transmigrant teachers. This 
includes teachers of color, immigrant teachers, and international teachers. Then, I review 
literature that explains why the presence of marginalized teachers is significant in early 
childhood classrooms. Finally, I review studies about the international teaching 
experiences of both White American teachers and racialized international/migrant 





in countries other than the United States.  
Considering the extant research as a whole, I raise questions and insights about 
Chinese transmigrant teachers’ experiences in the United States. In doing so, I justify the 
importance of my research study. Although there were no direct studies about Chinese 
transmigrant teachers that I could find in my review of the literature, the sequence of 
studies I examine in this chapter leads to my core argument on why it is imperative to 
recognize the presence of transmigrant teachers, to understand their experiences, and to 
learn from and about them.  
 
U.S. Schools in Need of Diverse Teachers  
 
 
The issue of teacher diversity started receiving national attention around the mid-
1980s (Villegas et al., 2012). Since then, researchers have continuously claimed the need 
to hire teachers of color and prepare pre-service teachers for culturally diverse classrooms 
in accordance with the growing number of culturally, racially, ethnically and 
linguistically diverse students in the United States (Ambe, 2006; Delano-Oriaran, 2012; 
Goodwin, 2017; Hollins & Torres-Guzmán, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2005; Mensah & 
Jackson, 2018; Merryfield, 2000; Sleeter, 2001).  
Seeking to study teaching within this U.S. context, researchers have zoomed in on 
White teachers and their perceptions about teaching marginalized students (e.g., Garmon, 
2004; Hancock, 2010; Johnson, 2002; Kyles & Olafson, 2008; Lowenstein, 2009; Pohan, 
1996; Walker-Dalhouse & Dalhouse, 2006). Some of these researchers are positive about 
the possibility of transforming White teachers’ understanding about teaching and learning 





on marginalized students and families if they take enough multicultural courses (Pohan, 
1996) or interact with students whose cultural, racial, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds 
are different from their own through cross-cultural experiences (Lu & Soares, 2014; 
Quezada, 2011; Rodríguez, 2011; Salmona et al., 2015; Wilson, 1993). Rodríguez (2011) 
explored a group of predominantly White female pre-service teachers who participated in 
an international “immersion trip” to Bolivia. She found that the experience of being in an 
unfamiliar setting and interacting with students and families different from themselves 
helped White pre-service teachers gain empathy for “others” and subsequently develop 
an increased understanding of marginalized students and families in the United States.  
However, other researchers have identified limitations of White teachers’ 
understanding of marginalized students and families. In fact, Price (2010) posited that 
White teachers do not feel connected to students who do not look like them. Not only do 
the majority of White pre-service teachers enter teacher education programs with 
stereotypical beliefs about marginalized students, but they tend to carry deficit 
perspectives and enact racialized teaching practices in their classrooms (Adair, 2014; 
Pang & Sablan, 1998; Picower, 2009; Price, 2010; Sleeter, 2000; Solórzano & Yosso, 
2001; Terrill & Mark, 2000).  
Pang and Sablan’s (1998) study of 100 pre-service and 75 in-service teachers 
unveiled how the White teachers blamed the underachievement of Black children on lack 
of home discipline, negligent parents, and low student interest. Sadly, the study result 
was replicated 20 years later. White teachers who participated in Adair’s (2014) study 
also displayed deficit perspectives on immigrant children and families. During focus 





and families and blamed them for causing communication difficulties due to language 
issues. Further, they insisted that immigrant children and families adjust to “their” 
culture. The limited understanding that White teachers have of marginalized students and 
families can be explained by their racial privilege, which allows them to not engage in 
real conversations about race and racism (Milner, 2010).  
More problematically, White teachers claiming to be multicultural educators who 
are culturally sensitive still have limited understandings of marginalized students and 
privilege Whiteness in classroom practices (Hyland, 2005). In a study about the 
“unintentional racism” of White teachers, Hyland (2005) found that White teachers often 
flattered themselves as a “helpful hero” of marginalized students (p. 455) but ended up 
“unwittingly perpetuat[ing] a racist status quo” (p. 430). Despite having good intentions 
for marginalized students, the life experiences and positionalities of White teachers made 
it difficult for them to understand how to engage in anti-racist, culturally responsive 
teaching, deploying tools to protect their White privilege (Picower, 2009). Although the 
findings from the studies reviewed here do not mean that White teachers should be 
excluded from the teaching profession, they support the argument that increasing teacher 
diversity is an imperative, not a choice. 
In contrast to the aforementioned research findings about White teachers’ limited 
understanding of culturally, racially, ethnically, and linguistically marginalized students, 
there are studies showing the strengths of marginalized teachers, particularly in regard to 
teaching marginalized children. The following section highlights studies documenting the 







Marginalized Teachers in the United States 
 
Teachers of color, as opposed to White teachers who constitute about 85% of the 
teaching force, are typically called marginalized teachers, with the word marginalized 
referring to racially or ethnically marginalized groups (Johnson & Bryan, 2017; Souto-
Manning & Cheruvu, 2016). However, there are several categories that fall under 
marginalized teachers (e.g., teachers of color, immigrant teachers). Transmigrant teachers 
do not fit into a single category; they are teachers of color, but at the same time, 
potentially immigrant and international teachers. The multiplicity of identities 
transmigrant teachers possess blurs the boundaries that delineate a number of so-called 
marginalized teacher groups. However, because such a population has not been 
extensively studied, it is necessary to address the strengths of three marginalized teacher 
groups—teachers of color, international teachers, and immigrant teachers— whose 
characteristics overlap with transmigrant teachers, in order to compare and contrast their 
experiences and strengths, as well as to gain insights about facets of identities and 
experiences of transmigrant teachers. Thus, in the sections that follow, I review previous 
studies about each of these three marginalized teacher groups (pre- and in-service), 
specifically focusing on the strengths they hold as teachers. 
 
Teachers of Color  
Although it is important to note that teachers of color should not be seen as a 
panacea for historically and systematically persisting inequity issues in the United States 
(Borrero et al., 2016; Villegas et al., 2012), the vast majority of studies argue for the need 





relationships with students, and critical teaching practices (e.g., Cole, 1986; Dee, 2005; 
Pang & Gibson, 2001; Quiocho & Ríos, 2000; Ríos & Montecinos, 1999; Villegas & 
Irvine, 2010; Villegas et al., 2012). First, researchers assert that teachers of color serve as 
role models for all students and especially for marginalized students (Su, 1997; Villegas 
et al., 2012). The presence of teachers of color in the classroom encourages marginalized 
students to actively improve their school experiences and broaden their perspectives on 
possible professional career choices (Cole, 1986; Dee, 2005; Souto-Manning & Cheruvu, 
2016; Villegas & Irvine, 2010; Villegas et al., 2012; Wilder, 2000).  
By seeing people of color hold positions of authority, marginalized students 
implicitly learn that they, too, can achieve and deserve social success, thus motivating 
them to improve academically (Clewell et al., 2005; Dee, 2004; Mercer & Mercer, 1986; 
Villegas & Davis, 2008). For example, Black pre-service students who participated in 
Wilder’s (2000) study indicated that they had decided to pursue a teaching career because 
they had been heavily influenced by their Black teachers. In fact, pre- and in-service 
teachers of color express that their primary reason for becoming teachers is to motivate 
marginalized students and serve as role models (Gordon, 2000; Ochoa, 2007). The 
presence of teachers of color also sends the message to White students that people of 
color are worthy and may problematize racial and ethnic stereotypes (Frankenberg, 2006; 
Irvine, 1988; Villegas & Clewell, 1998; Weisman & Hansen, 2008). 
Second, teachers of color have stronger relationships with marginalized students 
than their White counterparts have (Villegas et al., 2012). In a society “where racism still 
is alive and well” (Cole, 1986, p. 334), teachers of color and marginalized students share 





lives and experiences of marginalized students and empathize with the racial and ethnic 
oppression that the students encounter on a daily basis (Borrero et al., 2016; Cole, 1986; 
Kohli, 2008; Milner, 2005). Teachers of color are often committed to making a crucial 
impact on the lives of marginalized students and serve as “cultural brokers”1 or “cultural 
mediators”2 to bridge home and school (Gist, 2017; Quiocho & Ríos, 2000; Wilder, 
2000). The shared social and cultural experiences between teachers of color and 
marginalized students make teachers of color more credible when it comes to discussing 
racial and ethnic inequities (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008; Delpit, 1988; Kohli, 2008) and 
enable them to foster and cultivate more authentic relationships with the students 
(Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 
Teachers of color have an understanding of the social inequities prevalent in 
schools and society and “bring to teaching personal experience with and insight into 
racism and ethnocentrism in society” (Villegas et al., 2012, p. 287; see also Berta-Avila, 
2004; Borrero et al., 2016; Boutte & Jackson, 2013; Camangian, 2013; Jackson, 2011; 
Pang & Gibson, 2001; Ríos & Montecinos, 1999). Pang and Gibson (2001) explored how 
teachers of color used their personal and family histories in class to deliberately expand 
the conversation around race, culture, and social class that is often excluded in 
elementary social studies textbooks. Similarly, Berta-Avila (2004) found that the Xicana 
 
1 Cultural brokering is a concept that emerged from anthropology and can be defined as 
“the act of bridging, linking, or mediating between groups or persons [of different 
cultural backgrounds] for the purpose of reducing conflict or producing change” 
(Jezewski, 1990, p. 497). 
2 A cultural mediator is a person who “engages in prevention, intervention, and/or 
remediation activities that facilitate communication and understanding between culturally 
diverse human systems (e.g., school, family, community, and federal and state agencies) 





identities of teachers of color were closely related to “how they position themselves 
personally and professionally” (p. 77). The Xicana teachers perceived themselves as 
change agents against social inequities and encouraged critical thinking among students. 
Galindo (1996) defined such self-positionings as a “bridging identity,” whereby teachers 
of color make connections between their cultural and ethnic identities, experiences, and 
teaching practices.  
Extant research pinpoints how the marginalized life histories and identities of 
teachers of color motivate them to serve as role models, maintain positive relationships 
with marginalized students, and enact critical, transformative pedagogies. Because 
transmigrant teachers (especially those from the Global South) often cross racial and 
linguistic borders, becoming racialized and Othered as they emigrate and cross 
geopolitical borders, the scholarship on teachers of color is pertinent to this study. 
Simultaneously, teachers of color who did not have to negotiate migratory transitions and 
identities across geopolitical borders and who have been racialized from birth have 
experiences and identities that are distinct from those of racialized transmigrant teachers. 
The transmigrant teachers who participated in this study underwent processes of 
racialization as they immigrated. Nevertheless, they moved from center to margin, they 
were part of the dominant ethnic and linguistic group in China and became marginalized 
in the United States. As such, while this literature is pertinent, it does not fully account 
for their experiences. Seeking to account for the simultaneity of their identities and 
experiences of the participants of this study in research, in the following subsection, I 







Immigrant Teachers  
The key strengths of immigrant teachers are similar to those of teachers of color 
but are distinctive in some ways. Namely, immigrant teachers’ strengths include 
developing positive relationships with students and families, cultivating home language 
support, and enacting critical teaching practices (e.g., Adair, 2011; Branch, 2004; Choi, 
2012; Hwang et al., 2005; McDevitt & Kurihara, 2017; Monzó & Rueda, 2003; Salinas & 
Castro, 2010; Subedi, 2008). These strengths are frequently described in relation to 
immigrant teachers’ life histories and funds of knowledge (Gupta, 2006; Jackson, 2006; 
McDevitt, 2018; Monzó & Rueda, 2003). The life histories of immigrant teachers often 
include negative experiences of being marginalized or “othered” as immigrants; these 
experiences become foundational to whom they become as teachers (Choi, 2012; Recchia 
& McDevitt, 2018; Subedi, 2008). These experiences shape immigrant teachers’ beliefs 
about education, content, instructional strategies, assessment, and interactions with 
students (Monzo & Rueda, 2003; Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 1996).  
Immigrant teachers care about how marginalized students feel about their 
identities, based on their own experiences of being isolated and ashamed of their cultural 
heritage (Branch, 2004). According to McDevitt (2018), teachers’ history of immigration 
allows them to “make deeper connections with their immigrant students and create safe 
learning environments for them because of their shared experiences and understanding 
based on immigrant funds of knowledge and identities that come from within 
themselves” (p. 53). Similarly, Tobin and his colleagues (2013) found that immigrant 
teachers better understand immigrant families’ cultures, beliefs, living conditions, and 





they share with students and families, immigrant teachers take on multiple roles beyond 
their primary positions as teachers in order to bridge home and school contexts (Tobin et 
al., 2013). In addition to cultural wealth, immigrant teachers are often multilingual, an 
important asset in teaching and supporting the development of immigrant children. 
Most immigrant teachers are multilingual (Lee, 2010). Relatedly, research studies 
have shown that immigrant teachers are overwhelmingly supporters of bilingual 
education (Adair, 2011; Monzó & Rueda, 2003). Research has documented that 
immigrant teachers believe that supporting children’s home languages at school is an 
important way to make immigrant children feel worthy, successful, and secure; this is 
because children’s home languages are closely related to how they feel about themselves 
and their families (Adair, 2011). Immigrant teachers in Adair’s (2011) study strongly 
argued that pushing children to use a dominant language (such as American English, the 
language overprivileged in U.S. schools) over their home languages is “essentially telling 
the children that their home languages are wrong, thus preventing them from feeling 
welcome and validated at school” (p. 67). Rather, immigrant teachers promote students to 
use their home languages at school as a way to create a positive learning environment 
(Adair, 2011; Lee, 2010). 
Immigrant teachers’ own experiences with racial and ethnic prejudices allow them 
to have deeper understandings of how their students are being marginalized, and thus, 
lead them to develop more conscious, humane, and critical teaching practices (Branch, 
2004; Jackson, 2006; Monzó & Rueda, 2003; Salinas & Castro, 2010; Subedi, 2008). 
Subedi (2008) examined the teaching practices of two immigrant teachers, Maria and 





fostered critical dialogue around cultural differences during teaching. The teachers’ 
“particular personal and cultural biographies . . . enable[d] them to act in opposition to 
the official . . . curriculum” that reinforced the power of dominant groups (Salinas & 
Castro, 2010, pp. 431–432). 
As the reviewed literature reveals, immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge are a 
central facet of their identities as teachers. It is because their very “life experiences . . . 
provide resources that help to define themselves” (Esteban-Guitart, 2016, p. 48) as 
teachers. When immigrant teachers’ “personal funds of knowledge and their beliefs are 
formally acknowledged in a concrete manner” (Gupta, 2006, p. 17), their strengths can be 
utilized to offer alternative perspectives, languages, social skills, and diverse cultural 
resources to benefit and educate all students (Cho, 2010).  
While research on immigrant teachers offer important insights, it does not fully 
account for the transitional and fluid nature of transmigrant teachers. To account for this 
in-between simultaneity—being racialized, immigrant, and international—I review 
research on international teachers next. 
 
International Teachers 
International teachers encompass diverse groups of teachers. This is due to the 
inconsistency of the term and how it has been polysemically used in the field (Bense, 
2016). Broadly speaking, international teachers are defined by essentializing and 
otherizing terms, such as foreign. As defined in the reviewed literature, international 
teachers are teachers who have foreign nationality (they were not born in the country in 
which they are teaching) and who are currently teaching in countries other than their 





migrant teachers, foreign teachers, and overseas teachers. Different from transmigrant 
teachers, they are not necessarily educated in the host country in which they teach.  
Studies about international teachers are scarce and relatively new; they started to 
emerge more aggressively in 2010, in alignment with the growing trend of international 
teacher recruitment (Bense, 2016; Dunn, 2011b). Because this population of teachers has 
just started to attract researchers’ attention, studies are limited, and the topics addressed 
tend to be narrow. I have found that most studies address the struggles experienced by 
international teachers (Kissau, 2014) and suggest how to support international teachers in 
adjusting to their host countries, often without naming or recognizing their strengths (e.g., 
Brown et al., 2010; Dunn, 2011a; Hutchison, 2005; Kissau et al., 2011; Lee, 2013; 
McCalman, 2007). Yet, in a small number of studies, researchers (e.g., Beck & Nganga, 
2016; Dunn, 2011a; Kissau, 2014; Kumek, 2012) have identified several strengths of 
international teachers, which include genuine care for students, strong content 
knowledge, enactment of culturally responsive pedagogies, and distinctive teaching 
styles. For example, Beck and Nganga (2016) described the transformation stages that 
international teachers underwent as they reconstructed their teacher identities after 
coming to the United States. After dealing with racial, ethnic, and linguistic challenges, 
these teachers eventually developed “a social and political teaching lens” (p. 64), 
exhibiting as a form of care for their marginalized students. Four teachers from Dunn’s 
(2011a) study also demonstrated several components of culturally responsive pedagogy 
during teaching, although they were not aware of the term per se. Some researchers have 
argued that the migration experience of international teachers is a strength in that it can 





experiences (Lee, 2015; Rhone, 2007; Virta, 2015), but Bense (2016) has disputed this 
argument, stating there is no significant empirical evidence thus far. Although empirical 
research about international teachers is limited and findings are inconsistent at the 
moment, several strengths addressed by recent studies suggest there should be more 
studies about the experiences and teaching practices of international teachers in U.S. 
classrooms.  
Previous studies about each marginalized teacher group have revealed that each 
one has its own strengths; these are particularly crucial for educating and supporting 
marginalized students and families. There were also several overlapping strengths and 
teaching practices exhibited by these teachers. By and large, these include positive 
relationships with students and families and critical (or culturally responsive) pedagogies. 
These two distinctive features seemed to stem from the teachers’ personal experiences of 
having been marginalized themselves—after all, “minority group teachers’ personal 
identities are connected to their professional identities” (Quiocho & Ríos, 2000, p. 494). 
Ross (2001) also noted that “having teachers who are aware of such subtleties from 
personal experience enriches the educational environment for all students and teachers” 
(pp. 70–71).  
While it is necessary to appreciate what each marginalized teacher group brings to 
classroom practices, in the case of transmigrant teachers, their overlapping identities 
should be taken into account since teachers of color could be immigrant teachers or 
international/migrant teachers and vice versa. Examining the intersectional identities and 
teaching practices of transmigrant teachers will help teachers and teacher educators better 





strengths. The knowledge and dispositions toward multicultural understanding, authentic 
care, and diversity that marginalized teachers possess are likely to play even more 
significant roles when these teachers are placed in early childhood classrooms. I explain 
this below. 
 
Marginalized Teachers in Early Childhood Classrooms 
 
The role of early childhood teachers is especially crucial for marginalized 
children and families because early childhood classrooms are where they are likely to 
first experience cultural conflict and confusion between home and school (Tobin et al., 
2013). In this sense, the aforementioned strengths of marginalized teachers (i.e., positive 
relationships with students and families, critical/culturally responsive pedagogies) are 
essential skills for early childhood teachers. This points toward the benefits of and need 
for more teachers with marginalized identities in early childhood.  
Han and Thomas (2010) argued that building a warm rapport and caring 
relationship between early childhood teachers and young children is critical because they 
positively impact children’s academic achievement and relationships later in life. 
Similarly, Turney and Kao (2009) reported that feelings of success or failure experienced 
at a young age are correlated with occupational outcomes. Supporting this, the pre-
service teachers whom Gupta (2006) interviewed said that their own interactions with 
childhood teachers had hugely impacted their current attitudes toward being a teacher. 
Researchers have consistently unveiled how the quality of young children’s relationships 
with early childhood teachers impact their lives in various ways. The more positive the 





2006; Han & Thomas, 2010; Tuney & Kao, 2009). As such, early childhood teachers who 
care about and develop positive relationships with marginalized children are needed if we 
as a society are to ensure successful outcomes in their futures.  
While some studies show that White teachers often treat marginalized children 
unfairly and deprive them of opportunities based on cultural, racial, ethnic, linguistic, and 
socioeconomic practices, experiences, and identities (e.g., Figlio, 2005; Peguero, 2009; 
Zhou, 1997), other studies argue that marginalized teachers’ personal histories of 
marginalization can make them deeply conscious about the role of culture in learning and 
development (Berta-Avila, 2004; Branch, 2004; Jackson, 2006; Monzó & Rueda, 2003; 
Pang & Gibson, 2001; Salinas & Castro, 2010; Subedi, 2008). Their life histories and 
funds of knowledge impact their beliefs about education, how they interact with students, 
how they choose content, and what instructional strategies they use—often, culturally 
responsive pedagogies (Monzó & Rueda, 2003; Sumara & Luce-Kapler; 1996). For 
example, Miyuki, a Japanese pre-service teacher in a preschool classroom, conducted a 
literacy lesson that was “developmentally, culturally, and emotionally relevant to the 
children in her classroom as well as being meaningful to her personally” by sharing a 
book that portrayed her culture (McDevitt & Kurihara, 2017, p. 44). Sharing her own 
cultural practices with the children enabled Miyuki to form authentic and meaningful 
relationships with her students while honoring the cultures of the children and families in 
turn. This shows how caring relationships and trust develop when early childhood 
teachers share their own cultural practices and work to welcome and genuinely accept 






Young children quickly learn how racial identities are played out in the larger 
society (Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001), and they classify and evaluate each other based 
on their identities very early in life (Boutte et al., 2011). Despite the fact that social 
stereotyping and prejudices emerge and develop from infancy (Bigler & Liben, 2007; 
Souto-Manning, 2013a), social justice issues are often deemed irrelevant in early 
childhood classrooms (Robinson & Diaz, 2009). Paradoxically, stereotypes and 
prejudices are often reinforced by early childhood educators (Cannella, 1997). For these 
reasons, researchers assert that stereotypes and prejudices should be interrupted and 
questioned in early childhood classrooms (Derman-Sparks, 2008; Boutte et al., 2011); 
this is the responsibility of early childhood teachers. 
Among the very few studies that portray the teaching practices of marginalized 
teachers in early childhood classrooms, some studies affirm that marginalized teachers’ 
experiences and funds of knowledge encourage them to build a critical stance on social 
issues. For example, early childhood pre-service teachers of color from Souto-Manning 
and Cheruvu’s (2016) study actively resisted and challenged the dominant discourse 
privileging Whiteness, American English, and middle-class norms. Having been 
marginalized themselves, early childhood marginalized teachers deal with a continuous 
process of questioning and negotiating the status quo, as it is often reinforced in early 
childhood classrooms (Cheruvu et al., 2015) and by traditional notions of quality (Souto-
Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018). Considering the strengths of teachers whose identities 
are marginalized in general, there should be more research about the teaching practices, 
identities, and experiences of marginalized teachers, and those of transmigrant teachers 





Two Different Perspectives on Teachers’ International Experiences 
 
While there is a dearth of research about transmigrant teachers in the United 
States, there is a sufficient number of studies showing the positive impact of transnational 
experiences (e.g., international student teaching). More specifically, international 
teaching experiences have been associated with preparing culturally responsive teachers 
for culturally, racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse classrooms (Mahon, 2006). 
Researchers have been suggesting international teaching as an effective tool to “develop 
an appreciation for diversity, develop international perspectives, and to acquire the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to work effectively with children and families 
from diverse backgrounds in U.S. schools” (Lu & Soares, 2014, p. 60). Similar 
arguments have been made by several other researchers that international teaching 
experiences enrich and expand teachers’ personal worldviews and professional 
knowledge, resulting in high self-confidence, nonjudgmental attitudes, teaching 
resources, and tolerance for difference (Deardorff, 2006; Heyl & McCarthy, 2003; 
Mahon & Cushner, 2002; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Younes & Asay, 2003). Most 
studies highlighting American teachers’ international teaching experiences, in accordance 
with the globalization trend (e.g., Alban & Reeves, 2014; Alfaro, 2008; Alfaro & 
Quezada, 2010; González-Carriedo et al., 2017; Lu & Soares, 2014; Mwebi & Brigham, 
2009; Quezada, 2011; Salmon et al., 2015), have found that there is a positive 
relationship between American teachers’ teaching experiences abroad and their 
understanding of marginalized students and families.  
In opposition to the positive portrayal of American teachers’ international 





teachers in the United States mostly addresses their struggles (e.g., Brown et al., 2010; 
Dunn, 2011a; Hutchison, 2005; Kissau et al., 2011; Lee, 2013; McCalman, 2007). Such a 
paradigmatic approach is parallel to studies of international students in U.S. higher 
education institutions, who have often been described as social misfits due to their 
deviant cultural characteristics (e.g., Fritz et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2004; Rice et al., 2012) 
as measured ethnocentrically against dominant American expectations, values, and 
characteristics. Questioning why similar experiences, that is, international teaching 
experiences, are paradigmatically portrayed differently for American teachers and 
international teachers in the United States, I review previous studies about the 
international experiences of both (a) White American teachers and (b) international 
teachers in the United States and beyond. 
 
International Experiences of White American Teachers 
Researchers who have examined the experiences of White American teachers in 
international student teaching placements and their gains afterward find a positive 
correlation between White teachers’ cultural competency and international student 
teaching experiences (Alfaro, 2008; Lu & Soares, 2014; Mwebi & Brignam, 2009; 
Quezada, 2011; Quezada & Alfaro, 2007; Salmona et al., 2015). For example, Quezada 
and Alfaro (2007) explored the student teaching experiences of four White American pre-
service teachers who taught in a biliteracy setting in Mexico and found that the teachers 
became more sensitive to inequities imposed on children due to language, nationality, 
race, and socioeconomic status, and committed to the role of teacher as change agents 
after their international student teaching. Lu and Soares (2014) interviewed and collected 





public schools and found that the teachers came back to the United States with an 
increased understanding of marginalized students and a high level of professional 
confidence as teachers. These findings demonstrate that lived international experiences 
help teachers understand other cultures as well as their own in a meaningful manner, a 
manner which affects their teaching identities and practices (Cushner, 2007).  
Although there are fewer studies about the international teaching experiences of 
American in-service teachers, the findings are not much different from those on pre-
service teachers. Alban and Reeves (2014) studied a group of American teachers working 
in international schools in the Asian Pacific Rim region and discovered that the 
international teaching experience inculcated cultural responsiveness in their teaching 
practices. From dealing with cultural differences and understanding “cultural 
underpinnings” (p. 7) to eventually transforming their cultural identities after adjusting 
their worldviews, the study explicates the process by which these teachers became 
culturally responsive (Alban & Reeves, 2014). Additionally, the teachers gained what 
Wilson (1993) described as “a global perspective, including substantive knowledge and 
perceptual understanding” (p. 21) and grew personally and interpersonally through the 
international experience. Together, these studies point toward the benefits of international 
experiences for in-service teachers’ teaching identities and practices. 
 
Experiences of International Teachers in the United States and Beyond 
In contrast to the number of studies on the positive experiences of American 
teachers in international settings, not much research has been done on the experiences of 
international teachers in the United States (Dunn, 2011a). The topic of international 





researchers in Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom than in the United States. 
Thus, this section will include studies conducted in other countries as well as in the 
United States. Studies about international students in U.S. higher institutions will also be 
mentioned for two reasons. First, transmigrant teachers that I focus in this study were 
once international students themselves; thus, the experiences of international students are 
relevant to understanding the identity development of transmigrant teachers. Second, the 
literature indicates that there is common ground between the experiences of international 
students and international teachers; both fields of research address similar experiences 
navigated by international individuals. In reviewing such studies, I aim to offer a 
comprehensive overview of how international students (within the context of higher 
education) and teachers have been perceived, constructed, and positioned by researchers 
in the host countries. 
Regardless of the geographical locations where the studies took place, most 
studies about international pre- and in-service teachers have tended to focus on the 
challenges that these teachers experience (e.g., Barton et al., 2015; Bense, 2016; Brown 
et al., 2010; Dunn, 2011a; Hutchison, 2005; Kissau et al., 2011; Lee, 2013; McCalman, 
2007). For example, Brown and colleagues (2010) identified several areas in which 
international teachers face challenges: English language skills, accents, pedagogical 
enculturation, and building relationships with students. The authors introduced several 
strategies to build “capacity” in international teachers for smoother transition from home 
to new country, interestingly framed as a reciprocal process between the teachers and 
institutions (Brown et al., 2010). The study echoes those on international students in 





conducted an online survey of international students in the United States and listed 
challenges as follows: English language, cultural adaptation, social relationships, and 
financial issues. Their findings caused the authors to classify international students as a 
“vulnerable population” (Sherry et al., 2010, p. 33). Similar findings consistently appear 
in the existing literature, whether the study is about international students (e.g., Angelova 
& Riazantseva, 1999; Constantine et al., 2004; Fritz et al., 2008; Olivas & Li, 2006; Rice 
et al., 2012; Trice, 2001) or international teachers (e.g., Dunn, 2011b; Kissau et al., 2011; 
Lee, 2013; McCalman, 2007; Nallaya, 2016). 
While these findings are revealing, the studies position international students and 
teachers as problems instead of recognizing the problematic contexts they navigate. This 
approach should be problematized since it ignores “the systems of oppression” that 
trigger the above challenges (Yao et al., 2019). Researchers have already started to 
denounce such approaches undertaken by studies seeking to document and understand the 
experiences and identities of international students and teachers (e.g., Heng, 2017; Yao et 
al., 2019). Yao and colleagues (2019) uncovered the prevalent research approach toward 
international students and argued that it is a result of Whiteness as property and White 
supremacy. Similarly, Heng (2017) accused previous studies on international students of 
adopting a neocolonialist or ethnocentric attitude. The underlying assumption of previous 
studies on international students and teachers reflect the dominant discourse that 
privileges White American values, conceives English as the dominant and only 
acceptable language, and expects international individuals to assimilate and acculturate to 
dominant White American culture (Yao et al., 2019). I propose that these concepts 





better understand why the international teaching experiences of American teachers and 
international teachers are portrayed so paradigmatically differently. My study of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers not only troubles but seeks to reconcile these two contradicting 
narratives on international teaching experiences, offering new perspectives on 
transmigrant teachers, with implications for marginalized teachers in general. 
 
Summary and Conclusion 
 
Previously, international students and teachers appeared in the literature as a 
stand-alone group, separate from other marginalized groups (Yao et al., 2019; Yuan, 
2016). Guided by Soja’s Thirdspace theory, which “cuts across all perspectives and 
modes of thoughts” (1996, p. 3), I have attempted to expand the possible perspectives on 
transmigrant teachers. I have purposefully sought to avoid one-dimensional approaches to 
understanding the experiences and identities of Chinese transmigrant teachers, as 
previous studies have done with international students and teachers. 
This chapter started by addressing the need to have culturally responsive teachers 
in the United States, comparing and contrasting studies on the practices of White 
American teachers and marginalized teachers. It highlighted several positive practices of 
marginalized teachers (e.g., positive relationships with students and families, and 
culturally responsive pedagogies). The review of literature revealed that marginalized 
teacher groups possess several overlapping strengths, although the overlaps have rarely 
been mentioned. 
Based on my review of literature as well as on my personal experience as a 





separate categories of teachers of color, immigrant teachers, and international teachers. 
Accordingly, their teaching practices should be understood multidimensionally, reflecting 
the fluidity of their identity. I posit that it is important to learn from the experiences, 
identities, and practices of transmigrant teachers in ways that account for their multiple, 
overlapping identities and spatialities. This can offer a more nuanced and comprehensive 
understanding of transmigrant teachers in particular and of marginalized teachers in 
general.  
The last section of the chapter, on the two different perspectives on teachers’ 
international experiences, asks the question of why the experiences of international 
teachers in the United States are portrayed negatively, albeit positive findings of White 
American teachers’ similar experiences abroad. Research findings across studies argue 
that international teaching experiences benefit American teachers personally and 
professionally, and international experiences increase exposure to diverse cultures and 
backgrounds (González-Carriedo et al., 2017). Taken together, the studies point toward 
the need to recognize that whether international experiences are seen as positive or 
negative is a matter of who (and what) is trying to maintain systems of power, privilege, 
and racial supremacy. In the United States, White supremacist ideas mean that the 
experiences of White American teachers are deemed to be positive and those of 
international teachers in the United States are deemed to be negative, having been seen 
through a deficit lens (Yao et al., 2019).  
Previous studies on international/migrant teachers have mostly sought to capture, 
document, understand, and portray the identities and experiences of those who were 





teaching jobs. I argue that transmigrant teachers are distinct from these international 
teachers because transmigrant teachers learn teaching skills within the context of higher 
education in their host countries, instead of simply transferring their professional 
knowledge from one country to another. Considering the common teaching practices of 
marginalized teachers and distinguishing characteristics of transmigrant teachers, more 
studies should zoom in on the experiences and teaching practices of transmigrant 
teachers. Heeding this call, this study utilizes Soja’s Thirdspace theory and transnational 
funds of knowledge to unpack the unique identities and experiences of three Chinese 
transmigrant teachers, as explained in Chapter I.  
In the following chapter, I discuss the methodology for my study with detailed 
descriptions of my participant recruitment, data collection and analysis methods, 











Overview of the Research Design 
 
The nature of my research questions and study required a qualitative research 
approach (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The main purpose of the qualitative research was to 
understand “how people experience their worlds, make meaning of their experiences, 
how they bring those meanings to their worlds, and to make their worlds visible” 
(McDevitt, 2018, p. 80). Through this study, I hoped to learn how Chinese transmigrant 
teachers experience their journey as teachers and make meaning of their educational 
experiences in China and in the United States, and how they bring those meanings to their 
negotiation of teacher identities and apply them to teaching practices. 
This study stands as a collective case study. I chose this methodology as a means 
to follow, in depth, the journeys of the participants, who went through transitions that 
were occupational (student to teacher; possibly from a nonteaching major to a teaching 
major), geographical (China to the United States), and migrational (“foreigner” to 
[im]migrant) across geographical boundaries to become teachers. This methodology also 
provided a broader understanding of “categorically bounded cases” (Goddard, 2010, p. 





of being a Chinese transmigrant teacher after graduating from a U.S. teacher education 
program and teaching in early childhood classrooms in New York City. By following 
their journeys retrospectively and observing their current teaching practices, I connect the 
past and present of the participants to open new possibilities for the future of early 
childhood education in the United States. 
Each case was studied within the scope of narrative inquiry. Narrative inquiry 
seeks to understand how people experience the world by analyzing first-person accounts 
in the form of autobiographies, life histories, interviews, letters, or journals (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). It is a way to address “how we make sense of our experiences, how we 
communicate with others, and through which we understand the world around us” (p. 34). 
The psychological approach in narrative inquiry acknowledges the fluctuating and 
shifting nature of personal identity and its influence on the ways in which a person 
perceives and abductively portrays their experiences (Hiles et al., 2017). The ongoing 
(re)positionings of the participants’ identities were “the narrative realizations of a 
person’s active engagement with their personal meaning-making” (p. 159). 
Analyzing the teachers’ stories through a psychological approach enabled me to 
recognize that the stories were constructed based on the teachers’ experiences and that it 
was the teachers who brought meaning to those experiences. The approach positioned the 
teachers as agents of their stories and allowed me to read them in relation to the teachers’ 
identity formation to answer my research questions. The multiple sources of data (i.e., 
fieldnotes, teaching materials, maps) served to complement the teachers’ stories by 
facilitating re-tellings, providing opportunities “to incorporate authentic threads into that 





sense of events being related” (Hiles et al., 2017, p. 159). Such an approach was an 
extension of my theoretical framework, Thirdspace, where everything comes together 
through “all-inclusive simultaneity” to open new possibilities (Soja, 1996, p. 57). 
 
Pilot Study and Findings 
 
My research interest has developed over time through genuine care and interest 
about the experiences of transmigrant teachers, a deeply personal topic for me. Becoming 
a transmigrant teacher has shaped who I am, my identity, as a teacher and a researcher. 
Despite my passion and personal investment that I had in the research topic, it was 
initially challenging to define and situate my study; this was due to the lack of attention 
to the population I centered in this study. I had roughly identified as an immigrant teacher 
until I realized that my immigration status was fluid and complicated, thus, deserving a 
different term from “immigrant.” After having several informal conversations with 
former teacher international peers at Teachers College, international individuals who had 
become teachers after graduating from early childhood Master’s programs, as well as 
with international pre-service teachers (that is, international students who were student 
teaching) I had supervised in New York City schools, I found that transmigrant teachers 
had similar concerns and experiences, despite our varied cultural backgrounds and 
languages. This helped me understand how my experience becoming and being a 
transmigrant teacher was a situated representation of a larger phenomenon (Dyson & 
Genishi, 2005). 
I conducted a pilot study in the fall semester of 2016 in an attempt to learn about 





especially informing how I defined focal participants. At the time, I perceived the 
participants merely as international teachers, and my interest was narrowly concentrated 
on the job-hunting processes they had gone through rather than their whole journey 
becoming and being transmigrant teachers. I recruited teachers who came to the United 
States to study as students with F-1 student visas and changed the status of their visas to 
work visas, that is, H-1B visas, as they decided to work as teachers in the United States. 
The question guiding my pilot study was “How do international teachers in the field of 
early childhood education develop their teaching career in the United States?” This was 
followed by two sub-questions: “What are the barriers that international teachers 
encounter during their job-hunting process?” and “What strategies do international 
teachers use to get jobs in the United States?” Through these questions, I expected to 
learn about the factors that allowed or did not allow transmigrant teachers to work in the 
United States, informed by cultural capital theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Through 
a phenomenological study, I sought to uncover and illuminate a central meaning and 
essence from their experiences as transmigrant teachers (Moustakas, 1994). 
I had two participants, one from China and one from Malaysia. I knew them 
personally and thus purposefully invited them to join my study as they met the criteria I 
had established for participation in the study (McMillan, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016). Both of them were transmigrant teachers working in early childhood classrooms in 
New York City after getting degrees in early childhood education in the United States. I 
conducted two semi-structured interviews with each participant and completed one 
classroom observation per participant. The first interview was via Skype and lasted 30–





during a visit to each of their classrooms. The purpose of the classroom observation was 
to develop a contextual understanding of their teaching environment (Appendix A).  
All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. I used open coding, “the 
process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing 
data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 61), and the constant comparative method to refine my 
initial codes in relation to one another (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). First, I highlighted 
portions of the transcripts that seemed interesting and potentially relevant to my research 
questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I summarized each highlighted conversation with 
one or two words, grouped similar words under broader categories, and color-coded the 
categories, according to how the participants experienced the job-hunting process 
(Appendix B). 
I identified three types of cultural capital, sometimes acting as barriers and at 
other times as advantages that together formed the essence of the participants’ 
experiences. Both participants expressed that obtaining a work visa was their major 
concern during the job-hunting process because they were not U.S. citizens. U.S. 
citizenship acted as cultural capital that deterred transmigrant teachers from entering the 
field. Because they were not permitted to work due to their visa status, the participants 
had to narrow their job search to schools that would sponsor their visas. Language acted 
as the second form of cultural capital. The participants strategically targeted schools with 
bilingual programs. Their ability to speak a high-need language, Mandarin Chinese, 
enabled them to obtain visas sponsored by their schools. One participant was working in 
a private school where bilingual programs were offered to economically privileged 





number of mid- to low-income Chinese immigrants and had no bilingual program. Even 
though their job-hunting processes were similar, the nature of their teaching was 
different. Using their native language was one of their strategies for getting a job and 
having a specialized teaching license (in bilingual education) was another way to ensure 
job acquisition. Holding a license in certain subject areas or languages seemed to be 
mutually beneficial for both the international job applicants and the schools.  
This pilot study built a foundation for my dissertation study and has brought the 
importance of studying transmigrant teachers to the fore. Most importantly, it changed 
my positionality as a researcher. When I started the pilot study, I confined the definition 
of the participants merely based on their visa status, that is, international teachers with 
work visas. The pilot study invoked the fluid and complex nature of their experiences and 
identities embedded in the job-hunting strategies. Also, my focus was on knowing about 
transmigrant teachers, rather than learning from them. After reflecting on my stance 
towards the participants, I realized that I needed to center the experiences and voices of 
transmigrant teachers more deliberately. The definition of the participants, research 
questions, and methodology have changed for that reason; I chose to use the term 
“transmigrant” instead of “international” or “foreign.” Also, I was assured that a case 
study is a better method for mapping and documenting each participant’s journey of 










and attitudes towards the participants. My impression of previous studies about 
international students was that they often treated the students as passive research subjects 
from “which to wrench a good story” rather than as whole people (Tracy, 2013, p. 245). 
Because my research concentrates on voicing and centering transmigrant teachers who 
were once international students, I deliberately designed my study within the frame of a 
collective case study to center their voices and position them as the main agents of my 
research. The collective case study is a useful methodology when the researcher explores 
individual cases thoroughly while finding common themes across them (Creswell, 2013; 
Goddard, 2010). In order to focus on the individual stories and experiences of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers, each case was treated as an individual entity, after which cases 
were analyzed using cross-case comparisons to find commonalities among the cases 
(Goddard, 2010). The nature of the collective case study, which requires rich and 
multiple sources of data, benefited this study by allowing a deeper understanding of each 
case and the contextualized phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Goddard, 2010). 
In an effort to shift deficit perspectives about international students and 
transmigrant teachers into strengths, I incorporated translanguaging as a methodological 
strategy. Translanguaging is “the process of making meaning, shaping experiences, 
gaining understanding and knowledge through the use of two languages” (Baker, 2011, p. 
288). As a Korean bilingual person, I alternated between Korean and English throughout 
the writing process in order to better articulate my thoughts. My decision to use 
translanguaging was an attempt to move away from the dominant practice of privileging 
English as the only acceptable language in academia. It is also testimony that a 





language; multiple languages are interchangeably used to advance one’s thoughts. 
Translanguaging was also part of my data collection method. The map drawings that 
were collected during interviews served as another language other than dominant 
American English. Moving away from a traditional definition of language1 that limits 
modes of communication to speaking and writing, this study employed drawing as an 
alternative language. The maps were a Thirdspace of expression, so to speak. The use of 
drawing as a third language also served as a bridge between me, as the researcher, and the 
participants, since our primary languages (Chinese and Korean) were different. 
This study, by its nature, took on a Thirdspace perspective—bringing together the 
real and the imagined, the possible and the (seemingly) impossible. Keeping this stance at 
the core, my research questions were posed as follows:  
1. How do Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers negotiate their teacher 
identities as they experience occupational/geographical/visa transitions? 
2. How are the teacher identities of the Chinese transmigrant early childhood 
teachers enacted in early childhood classrooms when teaching Chinese 
immigrant children and children of Chinese immigrants? 
Sub-question: How do their (past) experiences and identities inform 
their teaching practices? 
 
Site and Participant Selection 
The number of Chinese transmigrant teachers in the United States who were 
international students is not only low but hard to keep track of due to the lack of attention 
 
1 Language is “the method of human communication, either spoken or written, consisting 





to this population. This was a limitation in part, but ended up informing my strategy in 
selecting sites and participants. I planned to choose my sites and participants through 
purposeful sampling, a strategy often used in qualitative research with the aim of gaining 
a deeper understanding of specific cases (Patton, 2015). I explain the details of my 
recruitment strategy at the end of this section. 
New York City was purposefully selected. The fact that New York City is home 
to the largest number of Chinese people of any city outside of Asia (New York City 
Department of City Planning, n.d.) made it an optimal setting for this study. 
Approximately 6.6% of New York City’s population is Chinese, comprising the largest 
Asian group in the city, and the number continues to increase every year (Asian 
American Federation, 2013). Moreover, New York City houses a relatively large number 
of accredited colleges and universities conferring degrees in education, enticing 
international students who seek degrees abroad.  
My definition of transmigrant teachers, especially those who had been 
international students, entailed specific criteria, necessitating the use of criterion-based 
selection (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010). Every participant recruited for this study was a 
Chinese teacher who met all of the following criteria: (1) grew up in China, (2) had 
schooling experiences in China, (3) attended a teacher education program in the United 
States on an F-1 student visa, and (4) was currently teaching in an early childhood 
classroom (any grade level from infant care to second grade) in New York City.  
Collective case studies explore at least three cases (Goddard, 2010), and my goal 
was to recruit three to four participants. Initially, I recruited four Chinese transmigrant 





participants who taught in Chinese-dominant schools, considering the purpose of this 
study was to understand how Chinese transmigrant teachers’ professional identities are 
constructed and enacted when teaching Chinese immigrant children and children of 
Chinese immigrants; although marginalized teachers are beneficial to all students and 
families, their strengths are distinctive with marginalized children (Quiocho & Ríos, 
2000). Because the fourth participant was teaching in a White-dominant, affluent private 
school located on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, I decided to exclude her from this 
particular study.  
Focusing on the three participants’ stories allowed me to not only gain a thorough 
understanding of each case, but also to derive patterns or explanations from the cases 
(Creswell, 2013; Goddard, 2010; Yin, 2014). Bounded by the phenomenon of being 
Chinese, having obtained education degrees in the United States, and currently working 
in Chinese-dominant early childhood classrooms in New York City, the participants and 
their stories provided enough breadth while allowing me to delve deep enough into the 
case of each teacher. The three participants—Li Chang, Pianpian Ni, and Yuxin Hu—had 
varying years of professional experience. Li and Yuxin attended graduate school for 
bilingual education and were both teaching second grade at the time of recruitment. 
Pianpian attended graduate school to obtain a degree in early childhood education and 
was teaching first grade. Table 3.1 shows the relevant information of the three 







Table 3.1  
Participant Information 











































Transmigrant teachers are often misunderstood as immigrant teachers unless they 
provide a detailed explanation of their immigration status. Therefore, it was important to 
know about their journeys as teachers; this preceded the selection of participants. I used a 
snowball sampling strategy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) by using my personal network as 
a former transmigrant teacher to recruit participants, then expanded the recruitment pool 
through recommendations. The information was distributed via word of mouth, email, 





The purpose of this study was to understand how Chinese transmigrant teachers 





boundaries, had experienced processes of racialization and Othering, and were currently 
working in Chinese-dominant early childhood classrooms in New York City public 
schools constructed their professional identity and leveraged their transnational funds of 
knowledge in and through their pedagogical practices.  
Information was collected from multiple sources for in-depth understandings of 
the cases (Creswell, 2013). Three data collection methods were employed for 
triangulation to provide corroborating evidence for my findings: interviews, classroom 
observations, and artifacts (teaching materials and maps created by participants). Data 
collection began in March 2019 and ended in June 2019 (see Appendix C for timeline). 
 
Interviews 
I employed Kvale’s notion of the research interview, that it is literally “an inter-
view where knowledge is constructed in the inter-action between the interviewer and the 
interviewee” (2008, p. 1). This approach allows both the researcher and participants to 
acknowledge the authority and validity of the participants’ stories, often silenced in the 
research relationship (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). The personal interrelationships 
between the participants and me were a critical component throughout the interviews. 
Although it is never possible to understand another person perfectly, the interview 
allowed me to gain a “subjective understanding” of how the interviewees’ meaning 
making of an experience affected the way they carried that experience (Blumer, 1969; 
Schutz, 1967; Seidman, 2006).  
A series of three semi-structured in-depth interviews (Appendix D–F) were my 
primary source of data because I was interested in understanding the lived experiences of 





2006). I used Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series as a method, guided by Soja’s 
Thirdspace theory. Each interview had a distinctive purpose. The first interview 
examined the lived experiences of Chinese transmigrant teachers (Firstspace). Here, my 
open-ended questions focused on the participants’ transnational journeys as teachers 
(Appendix D2). I asked them to reconstruct their experiences, especially around 
schooling, both in China and in the United States. The second interview zoomed in on 
how they conceived and processed their experiences into professional knowledge as 
teachers (Secondspace). I concentrated on how the participants made meaning from past 
experiences and applied it to their current teaching practices (Appendix E). A few 
questions were prompted by field notes on observations, classroom maps, and teaching 
materials, and asked for details about teaching practices (e.g., official/hidden curriculum, 
classroom arrangement, books, homework assignments, interactions with students and 
families). Finally, the third interview brought the previous two interviews together by 
examining how the participants negotiated their teacher identities and teaching practices 
(Thirdspace). I asked the participants to reflect on the meaning of their experiences and 
teaching practices to gain insight into how they constructed and negotiated teacher 
identity in the classroom (Appendix F).  
By combining the experiences that led the participants to where they were with 
detailed descriptions of their present experiences, this threefold interview structure was a 
way to establish “conditions for reflecting upon what they are now doing in their lives” 
(Seidman, 2006, p. 19). Semi-structured interviews were employed mainly to serve two 
 
2 The first question related to the map drawing was informed by Subini Ancy Annamma’s 





purposes: first, “to have the participant reconstruct his or her experience within the topic 
under study” (Seidman, 2006, p. 15), and second, to find coherence among cases with 
varied contexts (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). 
Each interview lasted from 50 to 100 minutes depending on the participants’ 
availability and level of engagement and was conducted in person to stimulate authentic 
conversation while capturing both verbal and nonverbal data (cognitive or emotional 
content; Novick, 2008). In addition to the interviews, I collected artifacts and field notes 
from classroom observations to provide corroborating evidence and add validity to the 
findings (Creswell, 2013). 
 
Classroom Observations 
The study’s validity and trustworthiness might have been compromised if 
interview transcripts were the only source of data. Hence, I conducted classroom 
observations to ensure trustworthy results, and to validate and triangulate emerging 
findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015). This does not mean that I doubted the 
authenticity of what the teachers had shared during the interviews. Rather, it indicates the 
nature of the psychological approach to narrative inquiry (i.e., interviews)—that the 
thoughts and motivations of individuals are subtle and should be contextualized and 
approached inductively (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Classroom observations served to 
supplement and extend the limits of the interview data by documenting contexts and 
incidents relevant to my research questions. Further, as Seidman (2006) noted: “People’s 
behavior becomes meaningful and understandable when placed in the context of their 
lives and the lives of those around them” (pp. 16–17).  





participants’ teaching practices, (b) contextualize the participants’ stories (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016), (c) extend the limits of the interview data, and (d) generate questions for 
the second interview about the details of their teaching practices. I learned through my 
pilot study that encountering teachers’ lives in the classroom firsthand (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016) made a huge difference in understanding classroom contexts. And yet, I 
did not want to burden the teachers with my presence. Research has shown that novice 
and veteran teachers conceive the act of being observed as a highly stressful experience 
(Wang & Day, 2002). This is because observations are often used as an evaluative tool, 
especially in teacher education programs. For this reason, I limited the number of 
observations to one or two depending on the participants’ preferences and availability. 
Also, I explicitly explained to each of the teachers that the purpose of my observation 
was not to evaluate their teaching practices, but to learn from them. Each observation was 
conducted after the first interview had taken place, but before the second interview, and 
lasted at least two hours. Teaching materials were also collected to deepen insight into 
the teachers’ teaching practices. 
During the observations, I tried to focus on how the teachers used classroom 
space (physical setting), what kinds of teaching materials or strategies they used 
(teaching), and how they interacted with students and families (interactions). I used an 
observational protocol similar to the one used in my pilot study (Appendix G). Under 
“Descriptive Notes,” I summarized the flow of activities in the classroom in 
chronological order (Creswell, 2013). At first, I documented what I saw via descriptive 
field notes, without engaging in interpretation. Then I wrote about “the process, 





development” under “Reflective Notes” (p. 169). In this way, I was able to take notes 
detachedly while keeping track of my own reflections and questions that arose during 
observations.  
Observation requires specific skills such as paying attention and writing field 
notes descriptively (Patton, 2015). As a researcher and a student teaching supervisor, I 
have had the chance to practice these skills over the past several years. I drew on these 
experiences to richly observe and document the physical settings, ambiance/atmosphere, 
participants, activities, interactions, and conversations, as well as my own presence, in 
the classroom (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I did not participate directly in classroom 
activities and remained as an observer. 
 
Artifacts 
Maps. During each interview, I asked the participants to draw maps (i.e., 
education journey map, classroom map, and identity map). A few days prior to each 
interview, I briefly explained to the participants the types of maps they would draw and 
informed them they were welcome to bring their own materials if preferred over what I 
provided (Sharpie, paper, and colored pencils). Maps permit “both spatial and temporal 
representations of selves without reifying developmental stages of individuals” 
(Annamma, 2017, p. 38). As part of the translanguaging process, maps provided an 
alternative language—drawing—with which to explore the relationship between 
“embodied experiences and social realities” (p. 47). 
During the first round of interviews, employing Annamma’s (2017) concept of 
education journey mapping, I asked the participants to draw a map of their journey to 





on the way” (p. 39). During the second round of interviews, I asked the participants to 
draw a map of their classrooms and explain the purpose of classroom spaces, equipment, 
and materials, how they were positioned and arranged, and how they learned to set up 
classroom spaces. Finally, the participants were asked to draw an identity map of 
themselves during the third interview (Sirin & Fine, 2008). A week before the interview, 
I informed the participants to bring in artifacts (e.g., photos, diaries, letters, meaningful 
objects) that might be useful in creating their identity maps. I left the format open to the 
participants, hoping these maps would serve as “another avenue of expression that can be 
captured in symbols as well as words” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 174). I believe the 
participants, who were bilingual, benefited from having multimodal ways of expressing 
their thoughts. These maps enriched our conversations during the interviews as they 
served as visual references to supplement the stories of the participants (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 2006). 
Teaching materials. A week before the second round of interviews, I asked the 
participants to bring in teaching materials that represented their teaching or what they did 
in class. This was to complement the interview data and field notes from observations, as 
well as to trigger “the telling of stories” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 45). The participants shared 
photos or copies of their teaching materials including pictures of classroom walls, 
worksheets, homework sheets, vocabulary charts, lesson plans, instructional materials, as 
well as photos taken during class. During the interviews, some participants expressed 
regret that they did not bring enough and wished to show more materials. I encouraged 
them to share more after the interview, and they did by sending pictures via WeChat (a 





during classroom observations and wanted the teachers to articulate what particular 
teaching materials they had, as well as why and how they used them. The teaching 
materials not only extended our conversations by supplementing the limited number of 
classroom observations but also allowed teachers to explicate their educational 
philosophies hidden behind physical materials. 
In addition, I looked at the websites and the Comprehensive Educational Plans3 of 
the schools where participants worked to obtain official information about school 
contexts. This information, not directly from the participants, was verified multiple times 
through member checks and was used to describe the participants’ school contexts in 
Chapter IV. Table 3.2 is a summary of the data collection methods used in the study. 
 
Table 3.2  
Research Questions and Data Collection Methods 
Research Question Data Collection Method 
How do Chinese transmigrant early childhood 




• Interview with teachers 
• Artifacts (education journey 
map and identity map) 
How are the teacher identities of the Chinese 
transmigrant early childhood teachers enacted 
in early childhood classrooms when teaching 
Chinese immigrant children and children of 
Chinese immigrants? 
 
• Interview with teachers 
• Classroom observations 
• Artifacts (teaching materials, 
classroom map, and identity 
map) 
How do their (past) experiences and 
identities inform their teaching 
practices? 
• Interview with teachers 
• Artifacts (teaching materials, 
classroom map, and identity 
map) 
 
3 The Comprehensive Educational Plan (CEP), developed by School Leadership Teams, 
includes a school’s goals and strategies for the academic year (New York City 







A case study is “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single, 
bounded unit” that needs particular attention to data management (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016, pp. 232–233). I created a “systematic archive of all the data” (Yin, 2014, p. 238) as 
the first step of my data analysis. I kept the data organized by using the “Table of 
Contents” from my pilot study (Appendix H) to easily locate data. Interview transcripts, 
field notes from classroom observations, maps, and artifacts (e.g., teaching materials) 
were scanned and typed as Word documents and stored securely on my password 
protected computer.  
Interview transcripts and maps were the main sources of data for the construction 
of the cases. I employed interviews “not to get answers to questions, nor to test 
hypotheses,” but to develop an “understanding the lived experience of other people and 
the meaning they make of that experience. . . . At the heart of interviewing research is an 
interest in other individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (Seidman, 2006, p. 9). 
Recordings of interviews were initially transcribed via Temi, a transcription service app, 
after each interview. Then, I listened to the audio recordings to review the transcripts and 
corrected any mistakes made by Temi. I paid additional attention to parts marked as 
“inaudible” and was able to decipher them on my own. This double transcribing process 
increased the accuracy of the interview transcriptions, reduced the time consumed by 
transcribing, and most of all, became the first step to familiarizing myself with the data 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
While interviews allowed me to center the narratives and stories of my 





from the margins (Annamma, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991). This was a way to “capture their 
trajectories and resistance,” allowing me to honor teachers whose identities and 
experiences were positioned far “from the desired norms, closest to the margins” 
(Annamma, 2016, p. 1214). In doing so, I sought to center reciprocity and respect, 
engaging a humanizing methodology. Engaging mapping as methodology side-by-side 
with interviews served to honor the simultaneity of my participants’ identities and 
experiences and “ultimately disrupt the tendencies to see (categories) as exclusive or 
separable” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1244).  
I was inspired by education researchers who “have used mapping as a 
meditational methodology to explore journeys of immigrant” communities (Annamma, 
2016, p. 1215). As methodology, it aligned well with Thirdspace (Soja, 1996) as it 
afforded the mapping of physical, political, and social spaces. In my study, mapping 
afforded my participants the means for making sense of the borders they crossed—
physical, pedagogical, and those pertaining to their identity (e.g., racial, linguistic, 
cultural). Further, maps shed light on how they “traverse[d], encounter[ed], and 
construct[ed] racial, ethnic, gendered, and political boundaries” (Powell, 2010, p. 553); it 
was a “multisensory research method” for “making sense of place” (p. 539). That is, 
mapping allowed me to explore “the socio-spatial dialectic theoretically and 
methodologically” (Annamma, 2016, p. 1227). 
I used axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2007) as my data analysis method. Axial 
coding is a process of relating codes and data to identify central phenomena and integrate 
categories and subcategories using deductive and inductive coding (Simmons, 2018). 





employed deductive coding within each case (Merriam, 2009). After all data was 
collected, I color-coded transcripts and field notes and wrote codes on scanned maps and 
artifacts, using priori codes developed via “lean coding” (Creswell, 2013, p. 184; 
Appendix I). This was to grasp a general understanding of the teachers’ experiences and 
sort data relevant to theoretical frameworks and research questions. The priori codes were 
deducted from the theoretical frameworks I was employing (Thirdspace [3S], bridging 
identity [BI], and transnational funds of knowledge [TFoK]) as well as the foci of my 
research questions (geographical/occupational/visa transitions [Geo/Occu/Visa] and 
teaching practice [TP]). I wrote down comments and ideas in the margins of the 
transcripts using the “comment” function in Word when multiple codes were present in a 
particular range of data or when the priori codes were insufficient to serve as an analytic 
tool to understand the meanings and mappings of participants’ experiences. These memos 
were summarized in my researcher’s journal and used in the later stage of analysis to 
“revisit initial impressions, thoughts, and considerations, as well as explorations that 
come to mind while immersed in one’s data,” as outlined by Simmons (2018, p. 81). 
After coding the data deductively, I carefully read and reread the data to “pull 
threads” from all cases (Clandinin, 2013) and get a sense of the whole (Creswell, 2003). 
This second phase of the cross-case analysis involved a constant comparative method 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1994). I made systematic efforts to “view, review, compare, re-
compare, and contrast data” (Simmons, 2018, p. 81) and created a chart for each case that 
also showed patterns across cases (Appendix J). I read and compared the first interview 
transcripts of all three participants in one day, then read the second interview transcripts 





journal and marginal notes to summarize each participant’s experiences (e.g., “went to 
college known for diversity,” “became interested in early childhood education after 
reading a book”) and coded them accordingly. All maps were analyzed following the 
same pattern. Field notes from observations were analyzed altogether. The codes 
expanded, changed, and reduced after the process of “review[ing] and re-review[ing] my 
database” through inductive reasoning (Creswell, 2013, p. 184). With both the priori and 
emergent codes, I looked for relationship identification between them through the process 
of axial coding (Allen, 2017). I was able to develop categories and subcategories that 
were “internally consistent but distinct from one another” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 
159).  
After I identified categories and subcategories through axial coding, each 
participant’s journey was described as a separate case and analyzed comprehensively 
(Chapter IV). The findings from the cross-case analysis were presented under common 
themes to build a general explanation that fit across all cases (Creswell, 2003; Yin, 2014). 
My researcher’s journal was used during this process. According to Maxwell (2005), 
memo-taking is one of the most important techniques to employ when developing ideas; 
they help researchers make sense of the topic, setting, study, or data. The journal entries 
served as a tool for thinking and served as my initial draft of data analysis (Maxwell, 
2005). It is a process of “attaching significance to what was found, making sense of the 
findings, offering explanations, drawing conclusions, extrapolating lessons, making 









This study carried personal meaning for me. Because of that, I had a strong sense 
of mission to make the study’s findings “sufficiently authentic . . . that I may trust myself 
in acting on their implications” (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 120). In addition to building 
rapport with my participants “by fitting into their routines, finding common ground with 
them, being friendly, and showing interest” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 143). Attending 
to my positionality and engaging in reflexivity in my research, I constantly examined 
“power relations in the research act itself” (p. 62). Seeking to ensure soundness, I 
employed three strategies to ensure validity and reliability in my study: triangulation, 
auditing, and member checking. 
First, as described in my data collection methods, I collected multiple sources of 
data to compare and cross-check my data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This included 
undertaking at least one classroom observation per case, conducting three interviews per 
participant, and collecting maps and artifacts (e.g., teaching materials) from each 
participant. By triangulating my data, I was able to counter concerns that the “study’s 
findings are simply an artifact of a single method, a single source, or a single 
investigator’s blinders” (Patton, 2015, p. 674). Second, throughout the process of 
collecting and analyzing data, I kept a researcher’s journal (in Korean) to keep track of 
my reflections, questions, and decisions regarding issues, concerns, or thoughts emerging 
from the data in order to add transparency to the research process (Cho & Trent, 2006). 
The researcher’s journal served as an audit trail4 (Harste & Vasquez, 1998), particularly 
 
4 Vasquez (2004) defined an audit trail as “a public display of artifacts gathered by 





helpful since I conducted member checks as a third strategy (Brantlinger et al., 2005). 
That is, I asked the participants to review my tentative findings and interpretations of 
interview data and artifacts (i.e., description of their transnational journeys, teacher 
identities, and teaching practices under specific categories) and make corrections. I 
shared a draft of each case with the respective participant via email, and each responded 
with suggestions or corrections. Using member checks as a validation strategy promoted 
the reliability of my results and deterred possible misinterpretations (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016; Thomas, 2017). By comparing and contrasting participants’ feedback with the 
notes in my researcher’s journal, I was able to “reflect on [my] own biases and other 




Despite my efforts to increase the reliability and authenticity of my study, several 
limitations followed. While this study seeks to gain an in-depth understanding of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers’ professional identities and teaching practices constructed through 
multiple transitions experienced across China and the United States, the results cannot be 
generalized due to the small sample size; their experiences should not be considered “a 
single story” (Adichie, 2009) representing that of all other (Chinese) transmigrant 
teachers. The stories told by the participants generated overlapping themes and findings 
built upon their shared experiences as former international students and teachers teaching 
in Chinese-dominant communities. However, the experiences of Chinese transmigrant 
teachers who teach different populations or did not attend teacher education programs in 





is also a limitation. The results might have been richer or have differed from my findings 
if the main data collection method had been prolonged classroom observations. 
The fact that the participants and I speak English as an additional language but do 
not speak the same home language should be taken into account. Although we are 
capable of communicating in English without the help of a translator, language (English) 
was still a barrier when expressing thoughts in detail. During the interviews, the 
participants sometimes paused to think of the word they intended to say or looked up 
words on their mobile phones. Unfortunately, I could not provide the words either; thus, 
we were left with disconnected conversations. When we could not immediately think of a 
word, we tried to explain in detail what we meant, followed up with additional questions, 
and utilized multiple modes of communication such as body language or pictures to make 
sure we understood each other, and it worked most of the time. Map drawings also 
alleviated this concern by acting as an alternative language. The participants and I 
sometimes used words from our primary languages but were still able to understand each 
other, knowing the culture and context of each other’s home countries. Words such as 
hagwon (Korean word for cram school) and gaokao (Chinese national college entrance 
exam) were a couple examples. In this sense, speaking different primary languages was a 
limitation in part but was also an opportunity to expand the definition of language and 
knowledge as well as the conventional modes of communication (i.e., speaking and 
writing) between researcher and participant. 
In this chapter, I detailed how my dissertation study was conducted. In the 
following chapter, I offer a brief biography of each participant, offer my interpretation of 

















The purpose of this collective case study was to bring the buried voices of 
Chinese transmigrant teachers to the surface and provide a deeper understanding of their 
teacher identities and teaching practices influenced by their transnational experiences. I 
argue that experiencing multiple transitions across China and the United States has 
impacted the ways in which these teachers construct and negotiate their unique teacher 
identities and how they teach and care for children and families who are similarly 
marginalized; thus, documenting in detail the transnational journey of becoming Chinese 
transmigrant teachers is necessary. 
In this chapter, I present each teacher’s educational journey map, created during 
the first round of interviews, followed by a brief biography. Then I focus on the stories of 
each teacher’s geographical transition from China to the United States, occupational 
transitions from student to teacher and shifts in professions, and immigration status 
transition from an F-1 to an H1-B or a green card under separate categories. This section 
is followed by a description of the school context in which each teacher was working at 
the time this study took place. To safeguard participants’ identities, all proper names of 





Case 1: Ms. Li Chang 
 
Educational Journey Map 
 
Figure 4.1 




Li was a happy, playful youth in Nanjing, a city close to Shanghai. As a young 
child, she heard “a lot of good, nice stories from [her] mom,” who read her a lot of books. 
Li’s mother “put a lot of effort and time in terms of raising” her and cared most about her 
emotional well-being. According to Li, her mother was different from typical Chinese 





universities in China or . . . to be number one in the class all the time.” Instead, Li’s 
mother always told her, “I don’t expect you to be the best student in class. My biggest 
wish is [that] you . . . have a happy life.” She “spent a lot of time reading books, . . .  
watching TVs, and daydreaming.” Still, Li was “a very good student” who “listened, . . . 
followed directions all the time, and . . . did whatever [she] was told” to do. She just 
“didn’t go and search for extra work” to be “an excellent student.”  
When Li entered elementary school, she expected her teachers to tell good stories 
just as her mother did. To her dismay, her teachers were mostly strict, boring, and 
demanding. Li did not agree with the way her teachers taught students; she thought 
teachers should make lessons engaging by telling good stories. For example, she shared, 
   In elementary school, the teacher always assigned us essays and journals, and 
[one day] the topic was my dream. So, I put I want to be a teacher who is good at 
telling stories. (LC Interview 1, 04/19/19) 
 
Ever since, Li dreamed of becoming “a teacher who is good at telling stories” (LC’s 
Educational journey map, 04/19/19). It was also a natural dream for Li because most of 
Li’s family members were dedicated to the field of education. Li’s grandparents were 
both teachers, her mother was a science professor, and her uncle worked in the 
Department of Education in China. Surrounded by “a family of teachers,” Li had “never 
considered another career.” 
 
Geographical Transition 
After college, Li applied for graduate school in New York City to major in 
bilingual education and has been living in the city since 2015. There were several reasons 
why Li decided to pursue an education degree in the United States instead of China. 





members who had studied abroad and knew early on that “one day [she] would study 
abroad,” too. It was “such a natural thing” for Li to consider living outside of China. She 
was able to translate her thoughts into action when she was in undergraduate school. Li’s 
college valued diversity and invited international students from all over the world and 
offered plenty of opportunities for national students to study abroad. Li made friends 
from various countries, such as Thailand, Russia, Canada, and the United States, and 
heard “what [life] was like in those different countries.” Their stories prompted Li to 
leave China and go abroad “to see the world . . . [and] tell good stories.” In her third year, 
she participated in an exchange program and spent a year in the United States. Li “kind of 
like[d] the life” in the United States because it was different from life in China, where 
“everything [was] so controlled.” The freedom she had in the United States made her see 
herself “as a whole person” who could take ownership of her own life. The fact that Li 
was not fully satisfied with the reputation of her college also contributed to her decision 
to pursue an advanced degree in the United States. Although the college had a “very good 
impact on” her, Li was “not very happy with [her] university” and thought she could have 
gone to a more prestigious one. Knowing this, her mother encouraged Li to apply to 
graduate school. Considering the abovementioned factors, Li decided to apply to graduate 
school in the United States and has been living in New York City ever since.  
 
Occupational Transition 
Although Li had always thought of becoming a teacher, she did not major in 
education in college; she studied Chinese. On the one hand, this was simply because Li 
thought she was “better at literature than science.” On the other hand, her decision was 





school. As a third-year student, Li had to choose an academic discipline in either the 
liberal arts or the sciences, and this would inform her college major. If students wanted to 
major in areas such as politics, foreign languages, and history, they would have to choose 
the liberal arts track. If students wanted to major in science and engineering, they would 
have to choose the science track (Education in China, n.d.). Li’s mathematics teacher 
expressed high confidence in her talents in the arts and in literature and advised her to 
stick to the liberal arts track. The teacher told Li’s mother that Li was “such a good poet, 
and . . . a good writer” and that she shined on stage when she performed.  
When Li decided to go to graduate school in the United States, she wanted to “get 
as close to [her] major [Chinese] as possible,” so she chose to study bilingual education, 
which led to her initial teaching certification. Due to the nature of her graduate school 
program, the majority of the students were speakers of Chinese, Spanish, or French. The 
program required a year-long student teaching practicum, one semester at a bilingual 
institution, and another semester in a general education elementary classroom, in addition 
to 40 credits of foundational courses in bilingual education. Li noted that many of the 
courses focused on educational philosophy rather than pedagogical knowledge. She heard 
for the first time “a lot of concepts like global citizen, bilingual education, [and] social 
justice,” which she was finding more useful in the present than when she was a student. 
Back then, Li had thought the teacher education program should have been focusing more 
on teaching strategies such as lesson planning and content-specific pedagogies. 
Li considered herself to be “very lucky” to have had student teaching placements 
(one in the first grade, the other in the fifth grade) in a school famous for its well-





modeled “good teaching practice[s],” such as “how [to] manage the class, how [to] keep 
everything organized, and how [to] train the kids,” and shared useful information about 
job search resources. These positive student teaching experiences prompted her to apply 
for jobs in the United States upon graduation. 
 
Immigration Status Transition 
When Li was looking for a job, she was not sure if she wanted to work at a public 
school or a private school. She eventually chose to work at a public school for several 
reasons. Li’s friends who worked at private schools had shared their work experiences 
with her, and she had the impression that teachers in private schools were involved in a 
lot of work akin to “marketing and customer services” targeted toward parents “instead of 
worrying about the curriculum.” She was skeptical about her ability to “socialize” with 
parents because of her introverted personality. She also felt “more comfortable . . . 
[getting] along with the parents who have similar cultural backgrounds” to her.  
She applied to dual language schools and transitional bilingual schools located in 
Chinatown and ended up at her current school. Her decision was also, “of course, . . . 
because of the visa.” Her current school immediately agreed to sponsor an H1-B visa for 
Li when they discussed the hiring process. The process was delayed because the school 
had not sponsored H1-B visas for nonimmigrant teachers in the past 35 years and did not 
know what to do. Since she has gone through the process, Li’s colleagues at work now 
seek her advice regarding their visa applications. 
 
School Context 





Side of Manhattan and has a grade span from prekindergarten to Grade 5. The students at 
Vincent Astor are mostly from low-income working families, whose primary caregivers 
are grandparents. The school has a rich and long history of more than a century of 
supporting Chinese immigrant children and families, but it has been rapidly losing its 
traditional student population in recent years due to gentrification. Asian students used to 
be 93.1% of the student body in 2015–2016, but most recently the number dropped to 
84.46%. Li also lost two of her students during the 2018–2019 academic year; one left for 
Staten Island and the other for the Bronx, both for financial reasons. The dropping 
number of Chinese students contrasts the growing number of White students at the 
school; the proportion of White students has increased from 2% to 6.22% in the past 4 
years. Still, Chinese and Chinese Americans are the dominant population in the school, 
followed by Hispanic (6.95%), White (6.22%), and Black (1.65%) students at the time of 
data collection. Overall, the student population is steadily decreasing. The school has lost 
more than 200 students in the past 5 years. 
According to Vincent Astor’s 2018–2019 Comprehensive Educational Plan, 
36.62% of the students were identified as English Language Learners (ELL)1 based on 
English Language Arts (ELA) and New York State English as a Second Language 
Achievement Test (NYSESLAT) assessments. The school provides stand-alone English 
 
1 I adhere to the terms used in official documents (e.g., Comprehensive Educational Plan) 





as a New Language (ENL)2 and Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE)3 programs to 
ELLs. Newcomers are placed in a TBE classroom and receive home language support 
until the students reach “proficiency” on the NYSESLAT, then they move to a 
monolingual class. The school tries to maintain Integrated Co-Teaching (ICT) bilingual 
classrooms to reduce the ratio of students to teachers. Each grade has at least one TBE 
classroom with a certified bilingual teacher. Li was a second-grade teacher in a TBE ICT 
classroom partnering with an American teacher. All of her students spoke Chinese 
fluently, and two thirds spoke English fluently enough to be placed in a monolingual 
class the following year. 
Vincent Astor aims to provide a child-centered learning environment through 
hands-on experiences and inquiry-based learning. The school uses Investigations Math, 
Writers Workshop, and Balanced Literacy integrated into an Inquiry-Based Social 
Studies Curriculum. It also promotes various instructional collaborations with 
communities and institutions across the city. For example, the second-grade students and 
teachers collaborate with the Center of Architecture to conduct Bridge Study and invite 
 
2 The English as a New Language (ENL) program was formerly known as the English as 
a Second Language (ESL) program. In this program, “students receive English language 
development instruction taught by a NYS-certified teacher of English to Speakers of 
Other Languages (ESOL) in order to acquire the English language needed for success in 
core content areas. This program typically serves ELL students from many different 
home/primary language backgrounds . . . therefore cannot participate in a bilingual 
program” (New York State Education Department, n.d., para. 7).  
3 The Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) program “offer[s] students of the same 
home language the opportunity to learn . . . English [language skills] while continuing to 
learn academic content in their home language. . . . The goal of a TBE Program is to 
provide students with the opportunity to transition to a monolingual English classroom 
setting without additional supports once they reach proficiency” (New York State 






families to showcase their learning. Other partner institutions include, but are not limited 
to, YMCA, Midori & Friends, Chen Dance Studio, and Third Street Music School. 
 
Case 2: Ms. Pianpian Ni 
 
Educational Journey Map 
 
Figure 4.2  




Pianpian was born and raised in Nanning, the capital city of Guangxi Province. 





best,” so she was able to receive a good education throughout her life. Her mother was a 
nurse who later became an educator, and her father was a mathematics professor. Both 
parents spent a lot of time with Pianpian, playing board games, Chinese chess, and table 
tennis at home, as well as playing with her outside. According to Pianpian, she was “a 
good kid” and “a good student” who loved to learn and got good grades. She “loved the 
textbook . . . annotated whatever [the teacher] did [in class], and did very well on the 
homework,” because she “just loved doing those work.” Pianpian particularly loved 
practicing mathematics problems and felt proud of herself when she solved them. She 
attributed this to her father, who passed down “a strong mathematics background.” She 
shared: 
   My K–12 education in China really helped build a very strong foundation for 
me in all the areas and helped me appreciate life, or see all the colors, or all the 
possibilities. (PN Interview 1, 04/07/19) 
 
When Pianpian was a young girl, she also enjoyed hanging out with friends and 
taking on new adventures. She used to spend time with her neighbor friend who lived 
downstairs and actively pursued whatever they wanted—they “[thought] of one thing . . . 
then . . . just did things [they] wanted to do.” Pianpian’s organizing a fan club for a 
famous K-pop boy group during her elementary school years illustrates her active and 
agentive personality. Her parents and the teachers she had in China “instilled . . . [in her 
a] passion for learning” and set a strong foundation for her early in life to become a 
teacher. Pianpian’s husband and her newborn baby also taught her valuable life lessons. 
These included, but were not limited to, “love,” “persistence,” “resilience,” “tolerance,” 
“empathy,” “patience,” “responsibility,” and “views of life and world” (PN’s Educational 






Pianpian came to the United States in 2011 to attend a graduate school located in 
New York City. Although she had no idea “what life would be like in the United States,” 
she “was under the impression that the United States has the best higher education” and 
thus decided to pursue an education in the United States. She believed that a “good 
master education” from a globally renowned institution would make her “recogniz[able]” 
among others and eventually lead her to “do something in the field” when she went back 
to China. Additionally, barriers in China, such as the difficulty in switching majors (in 
Pianpian’s case, from finance to early childhood education) and the “ridiculous” national 
exams required for graduate school application, prompted her to pursue a graduate degree 
in the United States.  
However, her initial plan to go back to China to “revamp education . . . make 
changes . . . make [the] education field better” changed after she “fell in love with New 
York” and with her husband, who came to the United States to pursue a doctoral degree. 




Pianpian, an ambitious person who dreamed of changing education in China, was 
once an undergraduate student majoring in finance. Although she loved solving 
mathematics problems, she did not do well “in terms of higher levels of finance” because 
she “didn’t get the concept for some reasons.” She began to think she “wasn’t good 
enough for finance” and happened to “read a book about early childhood education 





Japanese author named Kimura, made Pianpian realize the importance of early childhood 
education. She thought “strong early childhood education” can make a person “be 
whatever kind of person” they want to be, and thus, “fix[ing] education . . . [should] start 
with early childhood education.” 
Pianpian applied and was accepted to a predominantly White early childhood 
teacher education program in New York City that advocated progressive education. The 
program required 40 credits of early childhood education-related courses, including three 
student teaching placements and associated seminar meetings. Unfortunately, she “did 
not feel like [she had] . . . learn[ed] enough” and did not feel prepared to teach in the 
classroom. Pianpian felt disconnected from her peers, instructors, and the courses because 
she could not relate to many of the pedagogies and philosophies that ran counter to her 
schooling experiences in China. Yet, she learned so much from the classroom teacher she 
met during her first student teaching placement that she still refers back to the teaching 
strategies they used in the context of that classroom. 
The disconnect and disappointment Pianpian felt also stemmed from the fact that 
having a master’s degree in the United States “[didn’t] mean anything” besides being a 
preferred qualification for a teacher. Although she came to the United States with bigger 
goals in mind, Pianpian felt she had to be “down-to-earth” by the time she graduated 
from the teacher education program and became a teacher. However, her active 
personality did not stop her from pursuing new opportunities. 
Aside from her regular teaching job, she has engaged in art such as photography, 
play, and dance, “highly influenced by the arts of New York.” She has written a play, 





choreographing for the school chorus and annual class performances. The performances 
by her class are always the most applauded (PN Personal communication, 01/13/20). 
Encouraged by her colleagues, Pianpian is currently taking choreography classes to get a 
degree in dance education and is thinking of being an “arts program teacher” one day.  
 
Immigration Status Transition 
When Pianpian decided to work as a classroom teacher in the United States after 
freshly graduating from the early childhood education program, she “did a research” and 
“sent [her] resume and emails to all . . . schools [that] have Chinese programs or bilingual 
programs or big Chinese population.” Although she got responses from a few of them, “a 
lot of schools . . . didn’t want to sponsor [her visa].” The obstacle of not having a green 
card made Pianpian feel that she had “just waste[d] [her] two years of life.” Just then, one 
of the schools’ principals, the former principal of her current school, called and offered 
her a position. 
The school was willing to sponsor her H1-B visa upon hiring, but the Department 
of Education’s visa sponsorship restrictions required Pianpian to go back to school for an 
extra bilingual licensure in addition to the New York State early childhood teaching 
licensure. Pianpian “was just very persistent” throughout the visa process, assuring the 
school personnel of her willingness and desire to work. At the time this study took place, 
Pianpian had renewed her H1-B and was in the process of getting a green card. 
 
School Context 
Pianpian’s school, Pedro de Mendoza (pseudonym), is a Title I school located in 





87.64% Asian, 5.04% Hispanic, 4.16% multiracial, 2.65% White, and 0.38% Black 
students from prekindergarten through Grade 5. The race and ethnicity of teachers were 
as diverse as those of the students (PN Interview 2, 06/01/19). Of the students, 16.02% 
were identified as ELLs, and over 60% spoke primary languages other than English—
predominantly Mandarin Chinese—at home, yet most of them were born and raised in the 
United States.  
The school offers an integrated ENL program to ELL students. Students with 
mixed proficiency levels are placed in monolingual classes taught by dually-certified 
teachers (Common Branches and either ENL or bilingual Chinese) and receive integrated 
ENL supports in ELA and content areas. Pianpian’s classroom was one of the integrated 
ENL classrooms that served ELL students. The school did not provide TBE programs 
except for one self-contained Chinese bilingual special class, bridging grades K–2. The 
school has launched ICT classrooms for every grade level since 2018. 
In addition to the language supports offered, the school partners with local 
organizations such as National Dance Institute, Inside Broadway, Third Street Music 
School, and Rosie’s Theater Kids to provide rigorous arts programs in music, dance, and 
the visual arts. The arts programs play a critical role in helping students see themselves 
represented in the school curriculum and being exposed to other cultures (2018–2019 
Comprehensive Educational Plan). The school arranges three shows throughout the 
academic year for each class to choose and perform: Holidays Show in December, 
Chinese New Year Show in February, and Multicultural Show in March/April. Some of 
the previously featured themes were Harlem, China, Africa, Stevie Wonder, Rivers, and 





the theme “Silk Road.” The school also implements the Teachers College Reading and 
Writing Project (TCRWP) and Math in Focus: Singapore Math across all grade levels.  
Recently, the school has been experiencing a rapid loss of students due to 
gentrification. The number of students, which was 999 in 2014–2015, decreased to 793 in 
2019. As a result, the number of classes in each grade has been diminishing. Pianpian, a 
long-time first-grade teacher since her employment at Pedro de Mendoza, had to teach 
kindergarten in the year following data collection. 
 
Case 3: Ms. Yuxin Hu 
 
Educational Journey Map 
Yuxin grew up in Shanghai, China, surrounded by a lot of adult figures—parents, 
maternal and paternal grandparents, and her parents’ friends. Her parents were very strict 
and had high standards for her. She had to do homework, read books, and practice 
playing the piano every day after school. She even had piano and dance lessons on the 
weekends. Her grandparents were the ones who “let [her] do whatever [she] want[ed],” 
such as playing games and watching videos. Otherwise, Yuxin felt that she was 
“controlled by the parents, the teachers, and other people” and had “a lot of [academic] 
pressure” during childhood. Such pressure motivated Yuxin to yearn for a teaching job. 
She thought teachers “always ha[d] a lot of power,” and she “look[ed] up to” their 
authority. Although Yuxin was a “super shy,” “very sensitive and emotional” girl, deep 












Yuxin’s passion for teaching—represented by the black line in her educational 
journey map—increased when she “started to do a lot of tutoring” while she was a 
teenager. She got to spend most weekends with her parents, parents’ friends, and their 
children, and she was in charge of teaching “little kids to do their homework.” Yuxin 
explained that the “little heart” (see Figure 4.3) indicated her feelings of happiness at 
having “that power in teaching” and “a sense of accomplishment while [the kids] 
learn[ed].” Her passion for teaching peaked when Yuxin entered graduate school, where 





As a novice classroom teacher, Yuxin has dealt with a lot of pressure from 
multiple stakeholders. She no longer thinks that being a classroom teacher grants her 
power, but she is motivated through loving relationships with her students. 
 
Geographical Transition 
While she grew up in China, Yuxin lived in Sweden and Russia before coming to 
the United States in 2016. Her undergraduate program in China offered plenty of 
opportunities to go abroad and participate in exchange programs. Sweden was her first 
destination, and she lived in Sweden for half a year, teaching Chinese while learning 
English at the same time. This was when she first thought that “the Earth is really small” 
and “it’s really powerful [to] . . . teach each other languages and get to know each other’s 
cultures.” Impressed by her first study abroad experience, Yuxin moved to Russia to 
teach Chinese and English in a language school for one summer. She very much enjoyed 
her time “being in a . . . different environment, talking to people from different cultural 
backgrounds.” Those international experiences further prompted her to “get out [of 
China] . . . go to different places and get new experiences.” She shared: 
   Being a foreigner, being Chinese, sometimes makes me feel unique and I have a 
lot of things to share. And with these experiences of going to different countries, I 
feel like I’m a little bit different from the Chinese who just stayed . . . in China for 
their whole life. (YH Interview 1, 03/28/19) 
 
Yuxin also felt the power of communication through these experiences. She 
witnessed that speaking the same language “can make . . . a big . . . strong connection 
between people [whose cultures] are totally different” and decided to pursue a master’s 
degree in bilingual education. While she loved Sweden and thought of going back, she 





good university [would] help [her] later in [her] life.” For Yuxin, coming to the United 
States was both an ambitious exploration and a realistic life choice. 
 
Occupational Transition 
Although Yuxin had been interested in teaching throughout her life, she did not 
really think of becoming a teacher at first. Encouraged by her high school language arts 
teacher, Yuxin wrote poems and articles that were published in newspapers, and in 
college, she majored in Russian due to her natural talent in language arts and foreign 
languages. Yuxin found a passion for teaching during her early tutoring and teaching 
abroad experiences but was not sure if she wanted to pursue a teaching career until she 
came to the United States. At first, Yuxin was purely interested in “promot[ing] . . . 
cultural communication between people who have really different cultural backgrounds” 
and helping “everyone . . . speak different languages and be able to talk to people from 
different parts of the world.” Studying bilingual education was a “practical” choice in that 
manner.  
Yuxin applied to graduate schools that had intercultural communication programs 
or bilingual education programs but found that the former was too “theoretical” and 
“vague” for her. She ended up entering a bilingual/bicultural education program at a 
graduate school in New York City, where she learned “so many different kinds of 
pedagogies” and ideal educational philosophies. She started in a noncertification track 
which required only one semester of student teaching in a Chinese bilingual classroom. 
After her first placement, where she “fit right into” and felt “included,” she decided to 
switch to the teacher certification track to explore more opportunities as a classroom 





requirements, including edTPA4 and a year of student teaching, and is an elementary 
school teacher in New York City. 
 
Immigration Status Transition 
During the first interview, Yuxin excitedly shared the news that she had gotten 
her H1-B the day before. Until then, she had been working on her post-completion 
Optional Practical Training (OPT).5 Although the visa process was relatively “smooth,” 
Yuxin faced multiple challenges during the job-hunting process. She had to call the 
edTPA testing organization “for a whole month,” asking them to report her score to the 
teacher certificate authority. Typically, the score is sent “directly to the relevant state 
agency responsible for educator licensure” (Pearson Education, Inc., n.d.-b, para. 2). 
However, Yuxin’s score was not sent to the pertinent state agency because she did not 
have a Social Security number6 on her edTPA score report. Such an “[un]friendly 
[system] to international students” threatened her job opportunities because the teacher 
certificate was necessary for the hiring process. After a month and a half of hearing 
excuses from the testing organization, Yuxin refused to hang up and cried “for the whole 
 
4 The edTPA, or Teacher Performance Assessment, is required for candidates applying 
for the initial teacher certification in New York (Pearson Education, Inc., n.d.-a). 
5 Optional Practical Training (OPT) is “temporary employment that is directly related to 
an F-1 student’s major area of study. Eligible students can apply to receive up to 12 
months of OPT employment authorization before completing their academic studies (pre-
completion) and/or after completing their academic studies (post-completion). However, 
all periods of pre-completion OPT will be deducted from the available period of post-
completion OPT” (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services [USCIS], 2019, May 6, 
para. 2).  
6 A Social Security number is only issued to individuals who are employed since its 
primary functions are to report wages/tax to the government and track Social Security 
benefits (Department of Homeland Security, n.d.-a). Full-time international students 





afternoon” during a call with the testing organization personnel until they finally sent her 
score.  
Yuxin also felt that schools preferred Americans, who had “status.” The schools 
initially showed interest in hiring her but would not call her back.  
   Most of the schools, they just want [students] to transition . . . from Mandarin to 
English. They wouldn’t require you, “Oh, you need to bring your cultural 
background to the classroom, to cultivate the children, to get to know different 
cultures.” It’s not like that in the classroom. They would just, “You can speak a 
little Mandarin? Okay. You have teacher certification? Okay, come in.” So, it was 
hard. I went to probably seven or eight schools to demo, but then, later on, there 
was just no reply until I found that school that was in great need of Chinese 
teachers. (YH Interview 1, 03/28/19) 
Luckily, her current school offered immediate visa sponsorship during the job interview. 
The school already had experience sponsoring H1-B visas for nonimmigrant teachers, 
which made the entire process “really smooth” on Yuxin’s side. Yuxin thought the 
school’s “special location in the middle of Chinatown” made it “open and really good at 
dealing with those [visa] stuff.” 
 
School Context 
Yuxin’s school, Brownsville Elementary School (pseudonym), is located two 
blocks away from one of the Chinatowns in Brooklyn. Of the school’s 1,378 students in 
kindergarten to Grade 5, 92.09% were Asian, 4.72% were Hispanic, 2.9% were White, 
and 0.22% were Black at the time of data collection. The students were predominantly 
Chinese and Chinese American from low-income working families with a high poverty 
rate (85.1%). Many of them were born in the United States but were sent back to China to 
be raised by their grandparents until they reached school age because their parents were 
working and had no access to free infant and toddler care in the United States. 





the students were identified as ELLs and placed in a self-contained ENL or TBE 
classroom available in every grade. Students in the ENL classroom were taught by 
teachers certified in Common Branch and/or ESL. Almost two thirds of the classrooms in 
Grades K–1 were TBE classrooms and one third in grades 2–5. These classes were taught 
by bilingual education licensed teachers. Students in the TBE program also learned 
Chinese during a native language arts cluster, taught by a Chinese language arts teacher 
three times a week. Due to the nature of the school, most classroom teachers were also 
Chinese. 
In terms of curriculum, the school had adopted Balanced Literacy with the 
workshop model and the Investigations Math curriculum. A huge amount of the school’s 
budget went to STEM/STEAM coaches, whose jobs were to supervise novice teachers, 
modify the official curriculum, and offer professional development workshops. 
According to Yuxin, they had “super big power,” “even bigger . . . than the 
administrators.” During her first year of teaching, Yuxin was observed four times a week 
by a mathematics coach and randomly by a literacy coach until they affirmed that she 
was “fine on [her]self.” The school also offered a gifted program.  
In general, Brownsville Elementary School was a strict school that did not allow 
free time, choice time, or playground time for its students. Similar to the previous two 
schools, Brownsville is also losing its students at a rapid rate; it had lost more than 350 
students over the 5 years prior to this study. However, it was still one of the largest 










This chapter unfolded three Chinese transmigrant teachers’ transnational journeys 
of becoming and being teachers. Through their journal map drawings and interviews, I 
highlighted the geographical, occupational, and immigration status transitions of Li, 
Pianpian, and Yuxin. Their stories speak to majoritarian portrayals of international 
students, which categorize and understand them in essentialist ways, predominantly (and 
at times merely) based on their nationality or visa statuses, resulting in “a series of 
undocumented generalizations made about the students” (Gargano, 2008, p. 5).  
In this chapter, I situated the experiences of each of these teachers as they 
experienced the same phenomenon, highlighting the complexities and nuances of their 
identities and experiences. Each teacher negotiated a unique journey in becoming an 
early childhood teacher while experiencing dynamic stages and multiple transitions 
across and beyond China and the United States. Their personal, social, and cultural 
backgrounds influenced the kinds of opportunities they had in China, and somehow all 
led them to pursue an advanced degree in education in the United States.  
In the next chapter, I further analyze the experiences of these three teachers in 
relation to their teacher identities and teaching practices, focusing on the similarities and 
differences they experienced in their journey of becoming and being transmigrant 
teachers in New York City. The findings are presented utilizing Thirdspace theory, 
bridging identity, and transnational funds of knowledge. To be sure, the following 
chapter provides an opportunity to understand how each teacher’s transnational 







TOWARDS UNDERSTANDING THE IDENTITIES AND TEACHING PRACTICES 
OF CHINESE TRANSMIGRANT EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS 
 
 
In this chapter, I move towards understanding the identities and teaching practices 
of Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers via cross-case analysis. As such, this 
chapter is organized according to four categories derived from my cross-case analysis of 
the data. Central to understanding the teachers’ identities and practices is their “work 
styles, abilities, and attitudes, all of which play important roles in establishing an 
occupational identity” (Galindo, 1996, p. 96). For this reason, examining how Chinese 
transmigrant teachers define their professional roles and construct their teacher identities 
is the first step in interpreting their relationships with students and families, as well as 
their teaching practices. 
Analytically, I compared, re-compared, and contrasted the data from the three 
cases to synthesize and summarize my findings. This chapter begins with a description of 
each teacher’s teacher identity based on the interview transcripts and teacher identity 
maps. Then, I present and discuss my findings on the teachers’ relationships with 
students and families, followed by their negotiations of teaching practices and their 
nonnegotiable beliefs. Synthesizing my analysis in this order allowed me to give 





viewing my data to identify new themes across the cases (Simmons, 2018).  
 
Theme 1 - Bridging Identity: Understanding Chinese Transmigrant Teachers’ 
Professional Identities 
 
Ms. Li Chang 
 
Figure 5.1  









Li’s definition of a good teacher was conveyed as a process, as in construction 
and (re)construction. Time and space led her to (re)conceptualize good teaching again 
and again, an act always in process. In her teacher identity map, Li’s definition was re-
shaped (from a square to a heart) and re-covered (with pink patches), representing her 
ongoing negotiations of practice and identity (Figure 5.1).  
Before coming to the United States, Li thought that a good teacher was someone 
who helped students to be academically successful within a given system; she thought of 
learning standards as being “simple” and “straightforward” (represented by a white 
square on the map). After she came to the United States to study bilingual education, she 
was exposed to new educational perspectives, such as multiple intelligences, 
differentiated instruction, and caring aspects of education. Li started to believe that 
“education is more about heart work” (represented by the pink heart shape covering the 
square shape). Li noted, “So, you love your students, you try to understand them, and at 
that base [sic], you try to do the best you can to help the students . . . be a better whole 
person instead of just a successful test taker.” 
Although Li redefined her role as “a teacher who always take the students’ needs 
first,” she still had to work to fulfill parents’ expectations for students’ academic success, 
as well as the school’s expectations. These were the tensions she navigated on a daily 
basis (represented by brown patches). She explained how she constantly rejected binaries 
between love and care and academic success. She saw a good teacher as someone who 
sought to reconcile love and care and students’ academic success (represented by the pink 
patches covering the brown patches). 





education program in the United States, Li’s mother played a pivotal role in the 
conceptualization and development of her teacher identity. Li considered her 
transnational experience to be a strength that distinguished her from others, and she was 
aware that she had been able to leave China and explore the world thanks to her mother. 
Her mother had always shared stories with her about people around the world, 
encouraged Li to move out of the city where she had been raised, and encouraged her to 
embark on new adventures. 
Reflecting on her own journey, Li shared her wish to inspire her students to “live 
out of the Chinatown bubble [and] . . . know there is a bigger world outside,” just as her 
mother inspired her. Li’s teacher identity comprised a multifaceted role. Li was a teacher 
who guided “students to see a bigger world, [but] at the same time, equip[ped] them with 
knowledge that can help them to achieve the [academic] goals.”  
Li knew her students’ families and the harsh realities they experienced. The 
majority of her students were from low-income families who were too busy making a 
living, often working multiple low-paying jobs to make ends meet, to instill and provoke 
a sense of aspiration in their children. Li considered herself to be not just a classroom 
teacher who taught content knowledge, but a person, a surrogate family member, who 
“really [wanted to] make a difference” in her students’ lives by expanding their 
worldviews and inspiring them to seek bigger goals. 
 
Ms. Pianpian Ni 
Pianpian’s fundamental values as a teacher, represented by a rainbow-colored iris 
in her identity map (Figure 5.2), were “mostly from [the] culture [and] . . . education” she 





the United States. Her teacher identity was deeply grounded in these values—
hardworking, creativity, knowledge, culture, nature, arts, truth, freedom, and beauty—
and they informed the ways in which Pianpian taught and interacted with her students.  
 
Figure 5.2  




For example, Pianpian’s education in China had underscored content knowledge, 
influencing her to become a teacher who “always . . . emphasize[d] knowledge.” Pianpian 
believed that teachers should be experts in the content area they teach and must teach 





community, . . . collaborative work, open-ended questions, . . . [and] diversity” (see the 
sclera on the map). These elements merged with her teacher identity after she came to the 
United States. Although Pianpian had not attended to such ideas when she was in 
China—due to the nature of Chinese education as reported by her, which predominantly 
emphasized academic success—her perspectives about teaching and the role of a teacher 
shifted during her first student teaching experience in the United States. 
Ms. Love (pseudonym), the mentor teacher whom she considered an ideal teacher, 
taught Pianpian the inviting, patient, and loving aspects of teaching. After learning from 
Ms. Love, Pianpian came to understand that teaching was more than transmitting 
knowledge. Further, she questioned the synonymous nature of being a strict teacher (like 
many of her Chinese teachers) and being a good teacher. Ms. Love taught her that being a 
strict teacher did not necessarily equate to being a good teacher. Such processes of 
relearning the elements of teaching and negotiating a shifting understanding of teaching 
and teacher identity positioned Pianpian as a teacher who was willing to learn “new 
things . . . and better ways to do one thing . . . in terms of education and . . . life in 
general.” Ultimately, Pianpian envisioned herself as a teacher who was knowledgeable 
and wise, one committed to teaching students content knowledge and life lessons. 
 
Ms. Yuxin Hu 
Yuxin’s teacher identity was closely related to the three main commitments she 
held as a Chinese transmigrant teacher—fostering an intense learning environment, 
bridging students’ Chinese backgrounds and the American school system, and being an 
exemplary figure to her students—all of which were influenced by her experiences in 





When Yuxin was a student in China, she thought the role of a teacher was to teach 
content knowledge confidently and effectively. Although, upon immigrating to the 
United States, she came to recognize that teaching entailed “a lot more than just content 
instruction.” Even with this recognition, Yuxin still prioritized knowledge and tried to 
become a teacher who taught her students something new every day. She was opposed to 
giving deficit-laden labels (e.g., low performing students, ELLs) to students that often 
framed them with problems. She believed that a teacher’s role was to make every student 
successful by utilizing multiple strategies to motivate and support them. This was 
influenced by her Chinese teachers, who were strict yet persistent in teaching every 
student to be academically successful. 
In her teacher identity map (Figure 5.3), the image of a comedian represented one 
of her strategies. Yuxin’s father had helped her memorize English words by using playful 
strategies, and she had found this to be useful when teaching students. She still 
remembered how her father taught the word “chill.” When she was a child, her father had 
told Yuxin to break down the word into two syllables, “chi (meaning ‘eat’ in Chinese)” 
and “ll (just like symbols of two ice creams),” then imagine she was eating ice cream and 
it gave her a chill. Those memories still made her “do crazy face expressions, crazy 







Figure 5.3  




Besides teaching students content knowledge, Yuxin identified her teaching role 
as a “cultural mediator.” As a Chinese teacher teaching predominantly Chinese 
immigrant students in the United States, she communicated that she was constantly 
engaging in the process of “bridging the two different cultures.” To do so, Yuxin tried to 
help students “interpret everything from Chinese to American English, . . . understand 
what is going on in the classroom and how it is different from what they are used to in 
China . . . [and] make sense of both [cultures and languages].” She explained that she 





by looking at their faces and feeling the “emotional status” they experienced while 
transitioning to a new environment. 
Yuxin communicated wanting to ensure that her immigrant students felt confident 
and comfortable. She affirmed that she did not want any of them feeling incompetent and 
frustrated due to their language and cultural differences. Yuxin saw importance in being 
“a Chinese [teacher] in front of a class of Chinese students . . . because . . . it tells [the 
students that they] . . . can be successful as who [they] are, as a minority in the country.” 
She shared that every day, she strives to be “a perfect model” for her students so that they 
can feel proud of their Chinese roots and always work hard to become successful. 
 
Summary of Bridging Identity 
The three teachers in this study negotiated and constructed distinctive teacher 
identities of their own, influenced by multiple factors. And yet, all of them expressed the 
significance of a common factor in shaping their teacher identities: their past experiences 
and knowledge acquired in both China and the United States. Whether through symbolic, 
abstract, nuanced, or rather straightforward representations, the three teachers’ teacher 
identity maps showed how their transnational experiences shaped and continue to shape 
their identities as teachers. 
Li expressed her teacher identity through a combination of abstract shapes that 
conveyed nuanced meanings of her transnational experiences and how they shaped her 
beliefs about teaching. Pianpian’s picture of an eye was a symbolic representation of her 
negotiated perspectives as a teacher. Yuxin’s picture collage explicitly conveyed that she 
implemented strategies learned in both countries. Their images reveal that the three 





teachers in the United States influenced the ways in which they connect their own 
experiences to the hopes and aspirations they have for students who share similar 
backgrounds (Galindo, 1996).  
Li encouraged her students to get out of their comfort zones and explore bigger 
worlds, knowing that many Chinese parents focus narrowly on students’ academic 
success. Pianpian adhered to a strict yet knowledgeable Chinese teacher image, hoping 
her students would experience the joy of learning as she did. Having been exposed to 
both educational settings, Yuxin was aware of the kinds of culture shock students might 
experience and took on a role as cultural mediator with the hope students would 
experience less confusion. Each teacher’s professional identity was constructed through 
reflections of their “relationships, responsibilities, and obligations between themselves 
and the central occupational constituencies of students and their parents” (Galindo, 1996, 
p. 95). 
One interesting point of contrast in this cross-case analysis is that Li accepted 
educational philosophies newly acquired in the United States more generously than 
Pianpian and Yuxin. I argue this is because Li’s values were more influenced by her 
mother, who held a rather progressive educational philosophy, compared to dominant 
approaches and beliefs predominantly espoused by Chinese teachers and parents, who 
tend to place the most weight on academic outcomes (see Li’s educational journey 
described in Chapter IV). The educational approaches Li was exposed to in the United 
States, such as equity, social justice, and caring and loving relationships with students, 
were not necessarily new; they reaffirmed her mother’s values and life lessons. Pianpian, 





elements embedded in Chinese education (i.e., knowledge, strict instruction, and hard 
work), and these comprised the core aspect of her teacher identity. In other words, the 
teachers interpreted, adopted, and negotiated their professional identities differently 
depending on their individual personal experiences, values, and educational philosophies, 
which were in turn based on their relationships with families and teachers and how they 
had been educated in China. 
However, their teacher identities were similar on a larger level. Collectively, they 
conceptualized their identities as teachers who cared about their students’ academic 
success and emotional well-being. Whether they espoused their past schooling 
experience in China or not, all three envisioned themselves as teachers who taught 
content knowledge well (influenced by Chinese education) while enacting love and care 
(influenced by American education).  
Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin not only bridged their past experiences and their current 
occupational roles (Galindo, 1996), but they also bridged their Chinese culture, language, 
and education and the new American values they were exposed to in their teacher 
education programs in the United States. I argue that their teacher identities and their 
transnational experiences were not exclusive of one another but rather interdependent and 
coexistent. In the next section, I describe in detail how the three Chinese transmigrant 
teachers’ unique teacher identities influenced their teaching practices.  
 
Theme 2 - Understanding Chinese Transmigrant Teachers’ Relationships with 
Students and Families 
 





Chinese transmigrant teachers formed distinct and unique relationships with their 
students and families. The nature of the relationships differed depending on how the 
teachers perceived themselves and/or wanted to be perceived by others (such as parents 
and school administrators) concerning their professional roles and identities. For 
example, Li presented herself as a soft and loving teacher to the students, often taking on 
a troubleshooter role to relieve tensions between students, families, and her American co-
teacher who showed little understanding of the cultural, historical, linguistic, and 
socioeconomic contexts of Chinese immigrant students and families. Pianpian and Yuxin 
identified themselves as strict and authoritative Chinese teachers who earned respect 
from students and families. Despite the differences, there were notable patterns in the 
ways that the three teachers supported students and families. The findings are described 
in detail in the sections below. 
 
Supporting and Understanding Students 
The three teachers were aware of the complex identities and experiences of their 
Chinese immigrant students. Yuxin noted, 
   I feel those American-born Chinese kids, they have their own culture. 
Chinatown is a very weird place. I feel like everyone is very, very Chinese. It’s 
like a community that is isolated from the other places in New York, but at the 
same time, the kids are a weird mix of very, very Chinese traditional ideas as well 
as the American culture. So, I feel they form their unique culture style. It’s not 
like I can transition them from Chinese to American. They’re already mixed by 
themselves the time when they were born. (YH Interview 3, 06/27/19) 
Such an understanding set ground for the teachers to support their students accordingly. 
Depending on the situation, the three teachers fluently and interchangeably used Chinese 
and English during instruction and interactions with students in class. It seemed that the 





the biggest assets both teachers and students took advantage of. However, the interview 
data revealed that speaking the same language per se was not all that mattered. All three 
teachers were aware of “the concepts of the linguistic repertoire, of linguistic ideologies, 
and of lived experience of language” (Busch, 2015, p. 341). For example, Pianpian 
broadly explained how knowing the Chinese language and linguistic repertoires of China 
were mutually beneficial for students and the teacher: 
   It’s very helpful since I understand what they are trying to say. I know that I 
have colleagues, that they also have newcomers either from China or other 
countries. The teachers have to “guess” what they [the students] want to say, like, 
“Do you want this?” or have a friend to translate to the teacher. I am able to 
understand them very easily. That’s very helpful for me and for them. 
Pianpian’s remark, “I understand what they are trying to say,” was further elaborated by 
Li: 
   Sometimes they [students] get confused with [pronouns such as] “he” and 
“she,” because there isn’t any difference in oral language in Chinese for “he” and 
“she.”1 And the plural form, we don’t have such thing in Chinese. Like even me, 
sometimes I get confused with the plural forms, and “he” and “she.” 
Li also commented that students get confused with tense, because there are no tenses in 
Chinese. However, Li did not judge the students based on grammatical miscues rooted in 
the structure and rules of Chinese. As someone who spoke Chinese, Li was able to 
recognize that her students were employing Chinese rules and conventions in English. As 
such, she recognized that “their writings really make sense.” Rather, the teachers 
acknowledged the need to address English grammar explicitly with students who speak a 
primary language other than English because “they will not learn [it] naturally” (LC 
Interview 3, 06/27/19).  
 
1 In spoken Chinese, there is no differentiation between “he,” “she,” and “it.” They are 






The teachers referred to their past experiences of learning a new language and 
shared their perspectives on teaching language to culturally and linguistically 
marginalized students:  
   They [the students] need the foundation skills. There’s not like . . . White, 
affluent families, like they grew up speaking English, they have a lot of 
vocabulary. That . . . [is not the case of] our English language learners. . . . I feel 
like these kids need foundation . . . [Based on] how I learned language, I know, I 
learned, I needed foundation when I started learning language. (PN Interview 3, 
06/09/19) 
Pianpian continued: 
   From my experience, some of the approaches doesn’t work for the kids. Yeah, 
it’s too much . . . It will fly over. They don’t understand. Like those kinds of . . . 
language they use, . . . “roll up your sleeves,” what does that mean? . . . They 
don’t have that language culture . . . These are for the White affluent families, 
[and] kids. They [White kids] probably understand what that means. Even I have 
to think about it a little bit. . . . They [Chinese students] need explanation. 
Pianpian criticized curricula implemented in schools as being grounded in 
Eurocentric cultural backgrounds, disregarding the “hidden meaning or . . . a lot of 
background knowledge embedded in” language. Her sharing of the example “roll up your 
sleeves” elucidates the contextual (cultural, historical, and spatial) aspects of language 
that are constructed through lived experiences. In a way, it shows the presence of funds 
of knowledge embedded in language. Paradoxically, it also shows how Pianpian 
employed dominant schooling discourses in the United States, which deem multilingual 
children and children who translanguage as having a word gap or language deficit. 
The teachers’ sophisticated understandings of students’ linguistic repertoires and 
language practices were not confined to spoken or written languages; they encompassed 
moments of silence as well. For example, Yuxin shared about one of her newcomer 
students who was “super quiet” in class. The student did not want to participate in verbal 





Yuxin did not regard him as a “slow kid.” Having been a student in China and an 
international student in the United States, Yuxin said she “feel[s] for those students” 
because she understands “where it [his quietness] is coming from.” It is “typical to be just 
quiet and . . . do [one’s] own work” in a Chinese classroom, and it can be intimidating to 
force students to “talk and share about everything” in the “American style” (YH 
Interview 3, 06/27/19).  
Taking into consideration the funds of knowledge from her experiences situated 
in China, Yuxin tried to “think more about the positive sides of . . . cultural background 
and identity . . . [the student] is bringing in” and attempted to address them overtly and 
intentionally in front of other students. When students did not want to speak up because 
of language, she reassured them, “You can use Chinese to tell everyone, because they can 
understand you. It doesn’t matter which language [you speak], your ideas are more 
important.” It was her way of encouraging students to feel confident instead of feeling 
“inferior” merely because of the English language.  
Li made a similar comment regarding the school culture of prioritizing talking 
over silence. She pointed out the problem of valuing Eurocentric funds of knowledge in 
schools, which can be abusive to culturally, racially, ethnically, and linguistically 
marginalized students, inflicting trauma. Li shared her thought, “I think forcing them 
[students] to talk is the worst thing. Because you cannot westernize everyone. Yeah, 
right? People are trying to westernize. They would think speaking up is always the good 
thing.” 
The teachers understood how difficult and confusing it might be for newcomer 





knowledge about the English language and the American school system. Their shared 
past experiences as Chinese (international) students enabled them to intuitively notice 
students’ confusions and to be attentive to their needs. As a former international student 
who came from a foreign country and had to adjust to a new culture and language, Li 
“understand[s] more how hard it is for them entering a new country without knowing the 
language.” Her prior experiences of being a marginalized student in the United States 
“made [her] be able to relate to [her] kids more.” Further, because Yuxin “know[s] how 
everything works” in China, she described how she compares and explains to newcomer 
students the differences between the two classroom settings. She “fill[s] in the gap 
between the two cultures” by explaining why students in America sit on a rug together 
instead of sitting at individual desks and chairs, why the classroom space is organized in 
a certain way, what turn and talk means, how the lessons are structured, and what 
students are expected to do. She thinks that teachers need to set up “those little things” in 
order to support culturally and linguistically marginalized students to become successful 
and feel included in a new classroom environment. 
The teachers used their students’ and families’ funds of knowledge to support 
students accordingly. For example, Pianpian modified curriculum and created materials 
“appropriate for [her] kids.” She put together literacy strategies and sentence starters in 
individualized ringed cards so her students could process knowledge in a clear and 
organized manner. Pianpian was aware of the cultural and economic status of her students 
and tried to give them what their parents could not offer at home. This was based on her 
factual understanding of the families’ situations rather than an approach to students from 





immigrant students had not acquired the schooling skills needed and/or were too busy 
working to equip students with the kind of knowledge needed to get out of their 
economically underprivileged status. She noted, “I want them to realize at a very young 
age, Chinese is a very smart group. And I want to help them live out of the Chinatown 
bubble to know there is a bigger world outside.” She taught students proper behaviors 
and language etiquette and read them world news every morning. In particular, she 
explained that the world news helped students “know more about everything around 
them,” such as the trade war which may have directly affected students’ families and 
relatives who do business in or with China. Li communicated again and again that she 
dearly cared about her students and wanted to support them to make changes in their 
lives. Li advised prospective teachers to think twice before working with “the Chinatown 
population” or do not “step [their] foot in” if they were planning to impose deficit 
perspectives on Chinese immigrant students and families.  
The three teachers also supported Chinese culture and language in the classroom 
in their own ways. When I visited Pianpian’s classroom, she was wearing an embroidered 
top that looked like a casual version of traditional Chinese clothing. When I asked her 
about her clothing during the following interview, Pianpian responded:  
   I wear that kind of clothes . . .  [because] I want them to know a broader 
Chinese culture. It’s not just like the clothes they can buy in a souvenir shop in 
Chinatown. They always just wear the Qipao, one kind of style, and they think 
that’s Chinese culture. But that’s not. That’s just one little tiny bit of Chinese 
culture. And whenever I have a chance, I always want to showcase the Chinese 
culture to the community. 
Because Pianpian was more familiar with the breadth and diversity of Chinese culture 
than her American-born immigrant students, she wanted to share what she knew about 





of being Chinese. She did so as a way of interrupting essentializations of being Chinese, 
which often reify stereotypes. One time, she made traditional clothing and jewelry 
representing a particular ethnic group, the Yáo zú, and had students try them on. Pianpian 
also held mini-workshops after school to teach students Chinese calligraphy and Chinese 
paper cutting.  
Similar to Pianpian, who made efforts to help students “remember their root,” Li 
expected her students to keep their Chinese language. She communicated that she saw it 
as unfortunate the fact that Chinese immigrant parents tended to underestimate the value 
of their home language, believing it was not a language that afforded socioeconomic 
success in the United States. As a result, she saw many children lose their primary 
language because they “feel bad for the language.” Although Li found that it is hard to 
incorporate Chinese culture and language into content-heavy curriculum, she made sure 
to teach in ways that made students feel proud of their culture and language. 
Yuxin was also concerned about her students losing their Chinese language ability 
or feeling embarrassed about speaking Chinese. She explained that in situations when 
students teased newcomer students for not understanding English, she stepped in right 
away, making her point clear in class:  
   Don’t make fun of them [newcomer students] because they don’t speak English. 
They just came here. Their Chinese is way better than yours. They can speak, they 
can read, they can write in Chinese. Your English is much better than theirs, but 
[that] doesn’t mean they won’t catch up with you. They will be very fast. And 
next year this time, your English will be the same and your Chinese wouldn’t be 
better as theirs. 
Yuxin wanted all of her students to recognize that Chinese was a language just as English 
was. In fact, she wanted her students to prioritize Chinese so they could “keep their 





Knowing the “linguistic and cultural-historical repertoires” (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 
2003, p. 22) of Chinese and Chinese immigrant children and families enabled the three 
Chinese transmigrant teachers to understand where students’ actions and reactions were 
coming from. The teachers used this knowledge to support students with appropriate 
strategies. The findings suggest that the teachers’ understanding of students’ language 
(whether verbal, nonverbal, or silences) was a result of an accumulation of firsthand 
experiences as students in China and as international students in the United States. 
Together, these experiences deeply influenced the ways in which they came to 
understand and support students, particularly Chinese newcomer students who were too 
often culturally and linguistically marginalized by their peers. Their experiences, 
languaging practices, and cultural backgrounds also informed how the teachers talked 
about how they interacted and built relationships with parents and families. Further, this 
was evident in my observations.  
 
Relationships with Parents and Families 
The three teachers identified their ability to speak the same language as students’ 
caregivers as one of the greatest strengths they had. Their bilingual (Chinese–English) 
repertoires allowed them to communicate effectively with the majority of the caregivers, 
who spoke Chinese as their primary language. The teachers fluently switched their modes 
of communication, languaging according to caregivers’ preferences. They provided 
Chinese translations on written materials, including homework sheets and 
announcements, to engage parents. 
Pianpian noted, 





parents, they don’t speak English. . . . When I give out announcements, I always 
use two languages, bilingual, English first and then I’ll type in Chinese. And they 
can choose to communicate with me either in Chinese or in English. If they text 
me in Chinese, I respond to them in Chinese. 
In contrast, not sharing the common language seemed to provoke unnecessary 
tensions. Li shared an incident that took place when one of her students’ parents gave 
Christmas gifts to the teachers. As a friendly act, the parent commented on the school 
communication app in Chinese, “Let the non-Chinese teacher [i.e., Li’s American co-
teacher] pick first.” The word “non-Chinese teacher” in Chinese had been automatically 
translated by the app into the word “foreigner teacher” in English. The co-teacher was 
offended and became upset at being called a “foreigner teacher,” claiming that she had 
been born in the United States. Knowing both languages, particularly the cultural and 
historical context embedded in Chinese words, Li understood why the parent chose to use 
the word “non-Chinese” and why it translated to “foreigner.” She tried to explain the 
situation, but the teacher felt she had been adversely “foreignized” by “foreigners.” 
Unfortunately, a mistranslation led to a misunderstanding. Such incidents made Li 
believe that her language and her ability to communicate in Chinese helped “the families 
trust [her] more than [her] partner.” 
Their cultural and contextual knowledge helped Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin better 
“understand [the parents’] way of thinking,” which was often rooted in “a very Chinese 
way” (PN Interview 3, 06/09/19). All three teachers grasped naturally why parents cared 
so much about test scores and the ranks of their children within the context of their class; 
it was because of their cultural belief that “get[ting] into better university can influence 
[children’s] social status later in life” (YH Interview 1, 03/28/19). Such an understanding 





firsthand, the teachers knew “how to answer . . . things better” to relieve parents’ 
concerns (PN Interview 3, 06/09/19). When parents asked questions about their 
children’s academic achievement or English language skills, the teachers alleviated their 
concerns by explaining their teaching strategies, the American school system, and 
detailing how educational expectations differed from those in China, including the 
college admissions process and requirements. 
In addition, the three teachers and parents seemed to share educational 
commitments rooted in Chinese educational perspectives. As one teacher noted, the 
teachers “listen to parents” and mind “what they care” (LC Interview 3, 06/27/19). This 
allowed the teachers to build trustworthy and cooperative partnerships with parents. For 
example, Yuxin explained how she “always get[s] the perspectives of Chinese parents” 
who expect teachers to be “very strict.” She also understands how parents expect school 
to be “a very strict and intense place for learning.” For this reason, in her classroom, there 
was no such thing as a movie day or play day, even during the last two weeks of school, 
when many teachers just show movies or play games with children. 
Yuxin knew how hard the parents worked to send their children to school, 
expecting them to learn. She noted, “[If] they [children] come to school, they need to 
bring something home.” This meant that, in accordance with the expectations of her 
students’ families, she checked and corrected students’ homework every day and had 
parents sign the bilingual homework sheet (see Appendix K). She frequently reminded 
parents to take part in students’ learning and made sure they understood what their 
children were doing at school by “text[ing] them and call[ing] them and leav[ing] notes to 





parents during dismissals, to facilitate fluent communication. 
Speaking the same language and having shared educational experiences positively 
informed the teachers’ understanding of the families’ funds of knowledge, those they had 
brought from China as well as those more recently accumulated in the United States. All 
three teachers showed awareness of the parents’ “super busy” work life and understood 
the situation when parents could not actively participate in their child’s education. In 
contrast to their colleagues, who often thought “the parents [were] just stupid, or they just 
[didn’t] care” (LC Interview 3, 06/27/19), these teachers knew the parents were “working 
super hard to be able to support their kids.” (YH Interview 3, 06/27/19).  
Li expressed empathy towards the Chinese immigrant parents, reflecting on her 
grandmother:  
   I don’t regard myself as a better person than them [parents] because I 
understand how hard they are working. My grandma from my mom’s side is 
illiterate. That means she couldn’t read Chinese at all. But my mom, she [my 
grandma] told my mom study is very important and you have to study hard, those 
kinds of things. She really knew and she tried her best. . . . So, I know there are 
some good personalities within those people, and I admire their grit.  
Li knew that her mother had only become a professor due to her grandmother, who had 
worked hard to support Li’s mother even though she was not formally educated or literate 
in the traditional sense. Such a shared history with the students’ families made Li not 
“look down upon them” based on their socioeconomic status or lack of academic 
opportunities in the past. Instead, Li saw “strength beyond [the families’] social status.” 
All three teachers communicated that they understood that parents had difficulty 
supporting their children academically and did not presume they were lazy or incapable. 
Instead, the teachers communicated to parents their role in the education of their children, 





members) as assets. Here is what Yuxin reported telling a parent: 
   You don’t have to understand the book. But you can let your kid read the book 
and then retell the story to you and just listen to them so that you know he read 
the book [and see] if his retelling is reasonable. And then you can always ask 
questions even though you don’t know the book. [Such as] “What kind of person 
is the character?” which is related to our teaching. And “Tell me about the 
problem, the stories,” things like that. (YH Interview 2, 05/31/19) 
Likewise, the teachers encouraged parents to speak Chinese with their children at 
home, use mathematical strategies they learned in China and/or intergenerationally from 
their parents and grandparents, and check what the students do for homework (the 
teachers provided bilingual homework sheets). All of these efforts contributed to inviting 
parents to participate in students’ learning, and their participation was conceptualized by 
Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin to be more flexible, in ways that centered and valued the 
families’ transnational funds of knowledge. 
 
Summary of Teachers’ Relationships with Students and Families 
Some of the teachers’ understandings of students and families came from 
firsthand experiences as Chinese (international) students; others came from secondhand 
experiences as working-class Chinese immigrants; and yet, others were informed by both. 
All of these transnational experiences deepened the teachers’ understanding of students 
and families, helping them develop ways to better support them. For example, based on 
their experiences as Chinese international students, the teachers could empathize with 
marginalized students’ feelings of isolation and puzzlement, which they often negotiated 
in transitioning from a Chinese home/classroom to an American classroom. They tried to 
address cultural and linguistic misalignments by elucidating differences between the two 
cultures and school systems, publicly advocating Chinese culture and language in their 






The teachers also expressed empathy and appreciation toward the families, 
recognizing their rich transnational funds of knowledge instead of framing them with 
deficit paradigmatic perspectives. Too often, “working-class immigrant students and their 
families are understood as deficient and in need of being fixed” (Kasun, 2014, p. 154). 
This commonly held narrative was rejected by the three teachers. They endorsed parents’ 
strengths and motivated them to recognize their language repertoires and transnational 
funds of knowledge. The cultural history of these three teachers and their shared 
experiences across cultural, linguistic, and geographic borders enabled them to forge 
robust relationships with the families, as they culturally understood the roots of the 
families’ economic and educational concerns. 
Funds of knowledge are “the essential cultural practices and bodies of knowledge 
and information that households use to survive, to get ahead, or to thrive” (Moll, 1992, p. 
21). More concretely, understanding one’s funds of knowledge requires specific 
knowledge of the “sociopolitical and economic context of the households, their origins 
and development, and . . . the labor history of the families (Moll et al., 1992, p. 133). In 
this sense, the term transnational funds of knowledge is a comprehensive concept that 
requires a cultural and historical understanding of families, developed and accumulated 
across geographical boundaries over time. The findings attest that the three Chinese 
transmigrant teachers utilized this “totality of experiences” (Moll et al., 1992, p. 134) 
accumulated in China and the United States to support and understand Chinese immigrant 
children and families.  





embedded in the act of speaking the same language. The connotation of “speaking the 
same language” carried more meaning than just being able to provide translations 
between two different languages. As in Pianpian’s example of students not knowing the 
cultural idiom “Roll up your sleeves,” language reflects people’s experiences, which are 
“lived in a real sociocultural, historical, and political space” (Blommaert, 2008, p. 17).  
For students from nondominant cultural backgrounds (that is, those whose 
identities, practices, and funds of knowledge are not Eurocentric), as the students 
predominantly populating Li’s, Pianpian’s, and Yuxin’s classrooms, being able to read 
words or sentences did not necessarily mean that they “really understand” or achieved 
shared meaning. Instead, Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin knew that their students benefited from 
clear explanations, from someone who understood what they knew and did not know, 
who served as a transnational cultural broker. Such an implicit and subconscious 
understanding of students’ linguistic repertoires and funds of knowledge influenced the 
ways these three teachers supported students and forged relationships with their families. 
Understanding language from a monolingual perspective, as merely a translative 
device, serves to undermine and undervalue what these three transmigrant Chinese early 
childhood teachers know about and do with their predominantly Chinese and Chinese 
American students and families. Indeed, these Chinese transmigrant teachers’ ability to 
speak the same primary language as the children they teach and their families, their 
understandings and lived experiences within and across China and the United States, 
deeply informed by their experiences immigrating and learning a new language vastly 
different from their primary language, and their marginalized positioning in the United 





to navigate to form and re-form their identities as teachers.  
 
Theme 3 - Thirding-as-Othering: Negotiating Teaching Practices 
 
The purpose of this study was to understand how Chinese transmigrant early 
childhood teachers constructed their teacher identities and enacted teaching practices in 
U.S. early childhood classrooms as they experienced geographical/occupational/ 
immigration status transitions across two countries, China and the United States. This 
section not only answers the second research question guiding this study, addressing how 
Chinese transmigrant teachers’ teacher identities are enacted in early childhood 
classrooms when teaching similarly marginalized children, but also specifically responds 
to the sub-question: How do their (past) experiences and identities inform their teaching 
practices? Analyzing teachers’ classroom maps, shared teaching materials, and interview 
data, I provide a deeper examination of the ways in which the three focal teachers’ 
teaching practices were negotiated and enacted. 
A third theme identified during the cross-case analysis was teachers’ educational 
philosophies. The three teachers’ professional identities were influenced by their 
philosophy of education and enacted in the classroom through teaching. I 
comprehensively understand teaching practices to be both observable methods enacted in 
a physical classroom and a psychological process (i.e., philosophy of education) that is 
often not apparent, thus, unobservable. In fact, the teachers’ educational philosophies 
allowed me “to see much beyond the surface of [material] things” (Soja, 1996, p. 64). I 
present my findings in three separate categories—teaching philosophies, teaching 





acknowledging some overlap. 
 
Negotiating Philosophy of Education 
When Li and Yuxin entered their teacher education programs in the United States, 
they were pleasantly surprised by the progressive and inclusive philosophies of 
education. Back in China, they used to listen to teacher-directed lectures in a classroom 
packed with hundreds of students. The higher education they experienced in the United 
States was quite different. Classes ran in small sizes (fewer than 10 students in a class) 
and some teacher educators “really explore[d] innovative ways of teaching.” They 
enjoyed the interactive components of classroom activities and student-led discussions 
which were not “directly trying to pour knowledge” into students (YH Interview 1, 
03/28/19). Because both were in bilingual teacher education programs, all students in 
their programs could speak at least one language other than English and a large portion of 
their classmates were international students from diverse countries. The courses 
addressed the importance of home language, diversity, culture, and social justice-related 
topics. Li recalled her program: 
   I feel it was mostly inclusive. You don’t feel like being different or being worse 
than other people because you are a foreigner or you’re an international [student]. 
Instead, you feel like you have something unique to contribute for being 
a foreigner. 
 
The inclusive nature of the bilingual programs that Li and Yuxin had been part of 
afforded them opportunities to share their cultural practices, ways of knowing, and lived 
experiences in China while also learning new educational approaches.  
Pianpian negotiated her educational philosophy mostly during her first student 





teacher” from her mentor teacher, Ms. Love. Ms. Love was “the kind of teacher [she] 
looks up to” and wished to become one day. Pianpian shared,   
   She’s always so calm and she’s always smiling. And the way she would talk to 
the kids . . . I can never do that. And she sincerely, she really cares about the kids. 
Because . . . it’s written love, love, love on her face. She is so loving. She’s so 
loving. [She has] All the patience of the world, . . . I wish I can be a person that 
never go over heated and never yell at other people. I wish I could be that kind of 
person. 
 
Besides learning to be a loving teacher and about the caring aspects of teaching from Ms. 
Love, Pianpian learned “how to read research papers, . . . how to be critical, how to be 
analytical of things, and then how to choose, how to have [her] own decisions” during the 
teacher education program. She is still a teacher who refers to research findings when 
presenting her own educational philosophies or making decisions in the classroom.  
It is important to note that the teachers did not passively receive what were 
considered to be interesting and progressive ideas forwarded by their teacher education 
programs in the United States. They constantly compared their experiences in China to 
what they were learning in their U.S. teacher education programs and maintained critical 
perspectives. Pianpian, who was in an early childhood general education track, often felt 
uncomfortable in class because some concepts and ideas contradicted and negated her 
educational experiences in China. She thought, “No, I did have this way and this worked 
also. Why are you criticizing my way of growing up?” Unfortunately, Pianpian felt that 
her program did not foster an inclusive environment for students like her, from 
transnational, nondominant cultural backgrounds. Instead of sharing her thoughts and 
experiences, Pianpian kept her thoughts and critiques to herself. 
Whether public or private, such processes of critical reflection and negotiation 





exposed to notions such as social-emotional development, multiple intelligences, and 
differentiation in her teacher education program, Li knew that as a teacher, she had to 
teach students manners, respect, teamwork in addition to academic knowledge—all while 
having to “think about different ways to teach the content, how to make it [lesson] more 
interesting, . . . [and] prepare all the materials” and keeping in mind the various needs of 
her students. And yet, she continued to think that drilling was necessary for mathematics 
lessons, being “the only way to improve [mathematics] computation . . . no matter how 
many games you play.” Similarly, Pianpian and Yuxin endorsed the notion of teaching as 
caring but were not big fans of “fun activities” or “free time” that did not “really serve its 
purpose.”  
As previously mentioned, the teachers felt a strong sense of obligation to teach 
academic knowledge to students as early as first grade, seeing value in direct instruction 
and worksheets. They saw their main roles as teachers as organizing and summarizing 
content knowledge, explicitly teaching students, and helping them learn effectively. 
Pianpian criticized what she saw as the American education system’s overreliance on 
indirect teaching: 
   What’s wrong with teaching things explicitly? Why do we always have to have 
the kids learn through play or learn through [activities]? And . . . they [American 
educators] say, drill and kill. They don’t like you to give the students worksheets 
to do. Like repeating the basic concepts and then do repetition kind of work. But 
you need those things. When I learned Chinese characters, how many characters 
did I write each time? I wrote 10 times every day. That’s all our first-grade 
homework. Every five character, write it 10 times each line. So that’s how we get 
fluency. Yeah, speaking of fluency, they don’t have fluency. They [Americans] 
don’t know how to spell the words. 
 
The teachers further developed their educational philosophies once they started 





school systems that continuously dismissed and disregarded Chinese students’ cultures 
and languages. Yuxin expressed frustration regarding the concepts of transitional 
bilingual schools: “It bother[s] me . . . why they [most bilingual programs] are not dual 
language [programs]? Why are they transitioning [to English]? . . . [That means] you only 
want them to be fluent in English.” Pianpian also thought that depriving students of their 
home language was depriving them of their prior knowledge. She shared her philosophy 
about subtractive and additive bilingualism: 
   I think multilingual is, I believe in additive is addition and subtractive is not a 
subtraction. It’s not like “Oh, if I continue to speak Chinese, it’s gonna make me 
learn English slower.” No. It’s not like that. It will progress hand in hand. 
Because language, these languages transfer. Knowledge transfers from a 
language. If you learn better how to speak Chinese, you will speak better in 
English, too. 
They did not worry about students’ immediate English language skills but were more 
concerned about their students losing their home language and fracturing their cultural 
roots. 
In the section below, I focus on how the teachers tailored the Eurocentric 
curriculum to their own classes. In particular, I unveil how they mitigated a system that 
tries to transition students from Chinese to American via deeply problematic and 
traumatic processes of assimilation and erasure. 
 
Negotiating Teaching Materials 
When I visited the three teachers’ classrooms, the physical spaces did not look 
much different from typical first- and second-grade classrooms in U.S. public schools 
(see Appendix L). The classrooms had a rug for whole-group instruction,2 four to five 
 
2 Li’s classroom had two rugs and two smart whiteboards because it was an ICT 





tables (either circle or rectangular) for group and individual activities, cabinets and 
shelves for storage (containing materials such as mathematics manipulatives, writing 
tools, guided reading books, or used as cubbies), morning meeting materials (such as 
days of the week, days of school, calendar, class schedule), and walls decorated with 
student work and content-knowledge-related words and strategies. 
Yuxin, who described her students as “much more Chinese” than typical 
“American-born Chinese,” had decorated a portion of the bulletin board in the back of the 
classroom with “symbols of China,” such as pictures of a Chinese flag, the Great Wall of 
China, milk tea, a moon cake, a panda bear, dumplings, and chopsticks, that “represent 
who they [the students] are” and “that they are exposed to when they are at home.” Still, 
the general structure and organization of the room was similar to other primary grade 
classrooms in American public schools. The teachers noted that they learned to organize 
the classroom space by “looking at what other [American] classrooms look like or . . . by 
working in other schools, student teaching in other places [in the United States],” because 
their Chinese “classrooms looked totally different from” American classrooms (PN 
Interview 2, 06/01/19).  
When looking closely, I noticed there were components that the teachers added or 
modified, reflecting their identities, educational philosophies, and past experiences. One 
distinct feature observed was Chinese labels attached to classroom materials (Appendix 
M; photos taken by teachers). Either by printing or handwriting, the teachers provided 
labels translated in Chinese for almost every material with an English label. The teachers’ 
classrooms had Chinese books available for students to read. Although most of the 





and others who could read Chinese or who were interested in reading Chinese books. For 
example, Yuxin asked students whose English language skills were not as advanced as 
their peers to pick one Chinese book and two low-level English books to take home to 
read. She was aware that low-level English books were repetitive and did not have 
engaging storylines, so she made sure students read at least one book a week in a 
language comfortable for them.  
Their teacher identities and experiences in China and the United States also 
informed how they utilized their classroom spaces or what materials they preferred to use 
during instruction. For example, Yuxin, who strived to create an inclusive classroom, 
frequently changed students’ seating arrangements so they would have the opportunity to 
forge new relationships and get to know each other well. Her professional identity, built 
upon the image of a Chinese teacher, influenced the way she clustered students so that all 
children were “under [her] eye.” Students in Pianpian’s class were seated at tables 
arranged in such a way that they would “always . . . have a frontal view of what is on the 
board.” Pianpian did not want her students’ “back facing the front, because [she] 
want[ed] them to have access to what is being displayed [on the board]” just as she did as 
a student. Pianpian also used the ELMO document camera frequently during read alouds 
to help students see the book together and “locate everything [pictures and words].” She 
justified her practice, explaining it was “a big deal” to help linguistically marginalized 
students understand what was going on. Li and her partner divided the classroom into two 
and had the smart whiteboards facing each other diagonally to minimize distractions 
during parallel teaching, a teaching strategy Li had newly learned. 





that they distributed to students and families. Homework sheets, letters, and 
announcements were written in English and Chinese “so the parents get to know what is 
going on in school” (Li Interview 2, 06/15/19). Yuxin created two versions of homework 
assignments for differentiation, one for newcomer students and the other for the rest of 
her class. She also allowed newcomer students to do their homework in Chinese because 
she “do[es] not care [about their English] for now.” To Yuxin, “it matters . . . more that 
they [the students] understand the concept and the content. [Because] Language can come 
later.” Pianpian did not have two different versions of assignments, but “ha[d] a lot of 
vocabulary sheets” and “sentence starters” for newcomer students to refer to in class. She 
also utilized her strong mathematical background to create materials with which students 
could learn about various strategies and number patterns using both American and 
Chinese approaches. The mathematics strategy cards (attached with a ring) created by 
Pianpian sought to honor different strategies. They had five different regrouping 
strategies, each for addition and subtraction, with “self-explanatory” examples (Appendix 
N) and “keywords” used in particular mathematical concepts, as she took into 
consideration the linguistically marginalized students.  
 
Negotiating Teaching Approaches 
The interview data (i.e., transcripts, audio files, and notes), field notes from 
observations, maps, and teaching materials shared by the teachers all showed that the 
three teachers negotiated their approaches to teaching by combining educational 
perspectives they acquired in China (as students) and in the United States (as pre-service 
teachers). They engaged in a complex process of negotiating their teacher identities and 





The three Chinese transmigrant teachers experienced another process of 
negotiation when they transitioned from students to teachers. Although the “big macro 
idea” that they had learned in their teacher education programs informed their beliefs 
about what an ideal classroom should look like, they shared situated concerns as teachers. 
Within the contexts of their classrooms, they communicated a desire to teach their 
students effectively.  
Yuxin articulated this transition process from a student in China to a pre-service 
teacher in the United States to a public school teacher serving mostly Chinese immigrant 
children and children of Chinese immigrants. She also shared her processes of 
negotiating approaches to teaching, which I had observed in her classroom. She 
explained: 
   It’s kind of very hard for me to just learn how you manipulate the classroom in 
an American way because I’ve never experienced this. A lot of things [Western 
education philosophies] make sense to you, also make sense to me. But I just 
didn’t know how to work [implement them in class] before. And also at the 
beginning of this year, it’s still like I’m very foreign to the [American 
educational] system. And it’s like I have to learn how you do this before I teach 
your kids. So, it took me a while to accommodate [to] the American teaching 
style. But later on, I felt like it’s not [just] me only getting to know your system, 
your teaching style. It’s like kind of having my own way and then I make a sense 
in your system by blending, by mixing up the two ways to have a little hybrid 
style for myself. 
Yuxin tried to learn from and emulate American teachers and how they taught early 
childhood classroom. Nevertheless, she felt the need to incorporate her way of knowing 
in the American educational system. She continued: 
   I feel if a Chinese teacher walks into my classroom, they can still see a lot of the 
Chinese style on me. And the American teacher comes to my room, they will see 
like, “Oh, a lot of things make sense. But some things I can see that you are using 
your own Chinese way.” 





China, implementing them in their teaching. Such transnational and transcultural ways of 
teaching were observable in all three teachers’ classrooms. The teachers followed the 
American curriculum required by schools “on the surface” but “ma[d]e some adjustments 
depending on what [they] noticed about [their] students” (PN Interview 2, 06/01/19).  
Li, whose school does not have an official curriculum, employs a popular 
American reading and writing curriculum in her class. But because the curriculum is 
“meant for monolingual kids,” she “pull[s] pieces from everywhere [other curricula] and 
choose one out of things that can benefit [her] kids the most.” The teachers embraced and 
adapted the hands-on components of the American curricula but modified and 
“supplement[ed] a lot of things from outside” (PN Interview 2, 06/01/19). For example, 
the mathematics curriculum Li referred to at her school did not introduce vertical 
equations when teaching addition and subtraction. Instead, the curriculum had students 
“use a lot of hands-on tools, cubes, stickers” and a hundred chart that she found to be 
ineffective and time-consuming. She told her students to “get rid of the hundred chart” 
and taught different strategies, such as vertical equations, the method she used in China. 
Such adjustments were common across their teaching, comprising a shared approach. 
Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin chose materials and topics directly relevant to the 
Chinese immigrant students in their classrooms. In doing so, they purposefully and 
intentionally helped their students make connections to their lives and cultural practices. 
Introducing them to bridges in China during a bridge study project, centering Chinatown 
and children’s immigration history during a social studies unit about New York City, 
teaching Chinese measurement units (such as meters, centimeters, and Chinese-specific 





and artifacts students were familiar with, for example, dumpling making in a mini-lesson 
on writing personal narratives, are just a few examples I observed. The teachers naturally 
and intrinsically incorporated their shared funds of knowledge into content knowledge, 
attending to students’ lived experiences and cultural backgrounds. In and through their 
teaching, they were committed to communicating their belief in the students’ capacity to 
learn. Building on familiar experiences and contexts was one way in which they did that. 
As noted earlier, the three teachers’ teaching strategies were comprised of a mix 
of Chinese and American styles. I share below a short snippet of my observations on 
Pianpian’s reading lesson as a concrete example:  
   Ms. Ni is sitting at the teacher’s desk right next to the projector screen. There is 
an ELMO on her desk which she had connected to the screen already. Students 
are sitting closely in front of Ms. Ni. She reads a book using an actor-like tone 
and voice. She reads a page and then stops to point out something about the book. 
“A word like ‘though’ and ‘but’ signals there’s a problem. Turn and talk to your 
partner why having one paddle is a problem.” Ms. Ni walks around and listens to 
children talking. Ms. Ni keeps on reading the book. She asks the students why the 
boat is going in a circle and writes the question on an orange color sticky note and 
places it on the book. “If you keep on paddling on the right side, which direction 
the boat will go?” She prompts students who were on the boat team to come up 
with ideas. Then she adds, “When we read a book, we need to use our common 
sense, common knowledge, daily knowledge to understand the story better.” She 
draws a picture on a yellow sticky note explaining why the boat was circling. She 
quickly recaps in Chinese. Ms. Ni continues reading the book. She zooms in the 
ELMO, then asks students what does “Mouse and Mole were zipping across the 
pond” means. She explains the meaning by telling students to think about how 
they zip up their jackets. (PN Observation 2, 05/15/19) 
Pianpian’s teaching was informed by her experiences and funds of knowledge developed 
in China and in the United States. First, the instructional strategy Pianpian used (read, 
stop, question, and make notes) during the reading lesson was informed by how she had 
been taught in China. When Pianpian was in school in China, the teacher and students 
would read a book together and go over the content using similar strategies to the ones 





in China was that students had the same textbook as teachers so they could underline or 
annotate the same things during class. This way, students could go back to their textbooks 
and review what they had learned. Pianpian explained that because students in the United 
States do not have copies of the books read by teachers, she used the ELMO projector to 
emulate the process. She shared her belief that the lesson’s content would “fly off” if 
students were not provided with visual references (i.e. the book). Pianpian believed that 
the shared visual reference (i.e. the book) “makes a big difference,” especially for 
linguistically marginalized students as it “make[s] sure . . . the kids . . . see what is on the 
page.” She combined this approach which she had experienced in China with teaching 
strategies, such as turn and talk, that resulted from her exposure to American education. 
She explained that in China, students are rarely asked to talk or do group/partner work 
during class. Pianpian used turn and talk often, knowing a lot of her students did not want 
to speak up in class and/or did not feel comfortable doing so. Likewise, Li and Yuxin also 
incorporated collaborative teaching strategies they had newly acquired in the United 
States with the Chinese educational practices (e.g., assigning more individual work than 
group activities) they were used to. 
Additionally, as observed in the three classrooms, the teachers used Chinese 
language as a foundational feature of their teaching. Yuxin explained: 
   Speaking Chinese [during instruction] is actually a must because [it] . . . help[s] 
them [students] pick up the content that I’m teaching. Otherwise, they would just 
sit there trying to figure what’s happening. For small groups, when I have a group 
of newcomers, I speak mostly Chinese just so that they understand it. But when 
we look at an English book, I would just use Chinese to explain a strategy, but 
then we will read English together.  
Yuxin explained that frequently switching between languages and translanguaging helped 





all [of] their parents speak Mandarin.” Her purposeful and intentional languaging offered 
students multiple opportunities to better understand and memorize the content of the 
lessons being taught. Explaining the function of language (e.g., “A word like ‘though’ 
and ‘but’ signals there’s a problem”) or the meanings of words and phrases (e.g., 
“zipping across the pond”) explicitly to students was a strategy that was evident in 
Pianpian’s and Yuxin’s teaching. My observations captured many examples of how these 
two teachers’ educational philosophies and teaching practices were firmly rooted in their 
understanding of their students’ language repertoires, cultural practices, and funds of 
knowledge. 
Li, who was teaching in an ICT classroom, used the Chinese language in slightly 
different ways. Because she did parallel teaching (side-by-side teaching with a co-
teacher) for all content areas (such as reading, writing, mathematics, social studies, and 
science), she was able to “pre-teach” students in Chinese ten to fifteen minutes prior to 
each lesson. Upon my asking her about this approach, Li explained that the content 
subjects usually involved content-specific words that needed to be taught beforehand to 
newcomer students. As such, she used visual materials to help students understand 
concepts and the meanings of the words by “preload[ing] . . . vocabularies” before 
conducting the whole-group lesson. Additionally, Li used Chinese “when [she] saw the 
blank faces with no reactions,” deploying Chinese to provide students access to the 
content being taught. 
Despite their intentional and culturally responsive teaching approaches, the 
Chinese transmigrant teachers in this study experienced dilemmas and push back from 





school administrators commented that some of the Chinese educational approaches the 
teachers used were “more for upper grades” and “too much for the younger kids” (PN 
Interview 3, 06/09/19). It is important to note that the definition of early childhood 
education is different in China and in the United States. In China, early childhood refers 
to the period from birth to six years of age (Zhu, 2009), whereas in the United States, it 
refers to the period from birth to eight years of age. Although the teachers were teaching 
in an early childhood classroom according to the U.S. definition of early childhood 
education, they seemed to differentiate their teaching approaches or strategies based on 
their Chinese understanding of early childhood education. This was addressed by 
Pianpian when she shared her thoughts about knowledge and progressive education:  
   I feel like for kindergartens, they should do these [progressive education] stuffs. 
They should be creative the whole day. They should have time to play. They 
should do some projects. Yeah, I believe in kindergarten and lower [grades], they 
should do these. [But] maybe for first grades and up, I feel like there should be 
more clear, subject-focused [lessons]. 
In this sense, the teachers’ negotiated practices were based on a different understanding 
of early childhood education. The teachers’ definition of early childhood education was 
negotiated, allowing them to “teach [students] a lot of things that the other teachers 
would not teach them” (PN Interview 3, 06/09/19). 
 
Summary of Thirdspace Negotiations 
The teaching practices of the three Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers, 
which I observed and which they described during the interviews, disclosed the fluid 
nature of their transmigrant teacher identity negotiations. None of the three teachers’ 
geographical, occupational, and visa transitions that occurred transnationally were simple 





entangled and were represented through the teachers’ “third-as-Other” identities and by 
teaching practices marked by “all-inclusive simultaneity” (Soja, 1996, p. 57). As Yuxin 
described, their teaching practices (i.e., educational philosophies, teaching materials, and 
teaching approaches) were fashioned by “mostly mixing and matching from those two 
different styles [Chinese and American]” and adding in their “personal traits,” which 
made each teacher’s teaching distinctive, situated, and contextual. Having educational 
experiences in more than one country meant being exposed to at least two different ways 
of being educated and educating (e.g., philosophies, theories, school systems, pedagogies, 
curricula). This served to expand their perspectives of the world and their understandings 
of teaching and learning as culturally situated processes.  
The teachers’ transnational experiences diversified the theoretical and 
pedagogical choices they could choose from and rendered possible. The teachers 
selectively chose knowledges and experiences, quilting them together to establish unique 
educational philosophies and teaching practices. In doing so, they showed a deep 
commitment to attending to the needs of their students in the long term and impressing 
upon them the expansive possibilities in their future. However, as the findings attest, the 
teaching practices of the Chinese transmigrant teachers were “not just a simple 
combination or an ‘in-between’ position” but “a disordering, deconstruction, and 
tentative reconstitution . . . [that] produce[d] an open alternative that is both similar and 
strikingly different” (Soja, 1996, pp. 60–61). Having transnational experiences meant 







Theme 4 - Unnegotiable Beliefs at the Heart of Teaching 
 
The findings of this study reveal that the teachers’ teaching practices were 
learned, unlearned, and relearned during their transnational journey of becoming teachers 
in the United States. Exposure to new philosophical concepts and teaching strategies (e.g. 
teaching as caring, differentiated instruction, multiple intelligences, progressive 
education) influenced the teachers’ perspectives and practices to a large extent. And yet, 
their beliefs about teaching and learning were grounded deeply in unnegotiable 
fundamental principles including valuing content knowledge, believing in hard work, and 
having high standards for all students. 
While all three teachers explicitly and implicitly expressed the importance of 
content knowledge, Pianpian was one of the strongest advocates of knowledge: 
   I think knowledge is important. It’s very important for the little kids to know the 
knowledge of the world [and] have experience in their life. . . . I feel like a lot of 
[American] teachers, they don’t actually teach. They don’t really emphasize 
knowledge. Teaching, like letting the kids know more things . . . I don’t like that 
[not emphasizing knowledge]. So, I always want to emphasize knowledge. 
The teachers’ strong beliefs about the importance of knowledge influenced the way they 
defined their professional roles as teachers, informing how they taught in the classroom. 
The other unnegotiable belief at the heart of their teaching was the great value 
attributed to hard work, which came to life in their teaching as high standards for all 
students. The three teachers objected to deficit and stereotypical labels given to students 
that limited their potential to become successful. They believed that students “should not 
be . . . left at their own pace” (PN Interview 3, 06/09/19) or adversely treated because of 
their characteristics or circumstances. Yuxin described overhearing problematic 





like, he just has an IEP. He can’t focus, . . . there’s no way that he can be successful” (YH 
Interview 3, 06/27/19).  
Contrarily, instead of sitting by and watching students fall behind, the three 
Chinese transmigrant teachers believed that their role as teachers was to teach every 
student to meet the standards and to motivate them to try harder. They supported students 
who had been labeled as “low-performing” by giving them extra work or sparing 
lunchtimes to teach them until they understood the concepts being taught. These teachers 
frequently emphasized to students that their hard work would pay off. They believed that 
it was not innate ability or traditional notions of intelligence that made people successful, 
but a hardworking attitude. The cultural belief in the value of hard work was deeply 
ingrained in them, and it was what had motivated them to achieve higher goals when they 
were students in China. This is different from the notion of meritocracy; the teachers did 
their best to promote each student’s academic success, instead of passively and 
irresponsibly blaming students and parents for not working hard enough. Influenced by 
the American cultural practice of praising, these teachers also came to embrace saying 
“more positive stuff than before,” but still saw a need to “promote excellence” by 
pushing students to work hard (PN Interview 3, 06/09/19). The teachers believed that the 
hardworking attitudes would positively influence their students to become diligent and 
persistent persons. 
Just as they promoted beliefs and practices associated with hard work in their 
approaches to teaching, the teachers also “work[ed] har[d] to better improve [their own] 
teaching practice” (LC Interview 3, 06/27/19). They each shared that they continued to 





content, [to find] what is the . . . most effective ways” to teach their students (PN 
Interview 3, 06/09/19). Yuxin shared that she wrote lesson plans and checked students’ 
homework every single day. Even though the students “create a lot of work for [her],” 
she explained that she “just cannot give up” working hard and having high standards for 
her students and herself because high standards are “basically . . . the theme of [her] 
classroom.”  
I share below a heartfelt and encouraging note from Pianpian to transmigrant 
teachers and international pre-service teachers, that they may feel empowered and proud 
of the work they do as teachers. This message also helps fellow teachers and school 
administrators see the true strengths of transmigrant teachers:  
   You actually have the things they [American teachers] don’t have. It’s a plus. 
. . . You have the culture from other backgrounds. And you’re able to come to this 
country, so you must be already be one of the top persons in your country. You 
have all the goodness from your culture . . . So, bring whatever you have on the 
table. . . . Because if you feel like you are less competent, then you tend to lower 
yourself. . . . [Don’t] look up to them [American ideologies] and . . . buy in[to] 
whatever they have. No. Be critical. . . . They have problems! This country, their 
education, they have a lot of holes and problems. You need to be critical and not 
just be fully on board with what they say, and think about, “Wait, is it really true? 
Is that reflecting my experience as a learner?” If not, then maybe you need to look 
for the truth. I think . . . at the end, it’s [all about] truth. Like, what’s true, not 
rhetoric. . . . You have to be able to decide the truth for you. So be very confident 
and embrace your own identity and . . . fight for the truth. 
 
Summary of Unnegotiable Beliefs 
Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin compared and contrasted the sometimes conflicting but 
other times complementary teaching philosophies and pedagogies they were exposed to 
transnationally to construct their unique professional identities and teaching practices. 
Whereas some ideas and beliefs were negotiable, others were not. While the teachers 





educational ideologies and philosophies, the fundamental values they endorsed as 
teachers and persons (valuing knowledge, working hard, and pursuing academic 
excellence) guided what ideas to embrace and abandon, how to reconstruct and 
restructure what they experienced and learned.  
When they were exposed to new ideas, Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin kept their minds 
open to the possibility of “re-combinations and simultaneities” (Soja, 1996, p. 65), with 
the mission of supporting students academically and emotionally; this mission was rooted 
in their unnegotiable beliefs. They did not privilege one idea over another based on 
“ideologically and culturally loaded stereotypes,” which tend to attribute greater value to 
Western than to Asian educational ideologies, positioning them as binaries (e.g., drilling 
and worksheets vs. hands-on activities, progressive education vs. traditional education; 
Luke, 2014, p. vii). Moving beyond simplistic and stereotypical portrayals of Western 
and Asian educational philosophies as being at odds with each other, the teachers in this 
study demolished these boundaries in and through their teaching by strategically selecting 









DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
 
 
This qualitative research study mapped the identities and experiences of three 
Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers—Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin—in U.S. public 
school classrooms where most students were Chinese immigrants and children of Chinese 
immigrants. My review of research revealed that the voices and experiences of Chinese 
transmigrant teachers have been marginalized, silenced, and unknown compared to the 
positive documentation of American teachers’ teaching experiences abroad. Through this 
study, I aimed to understand the ways in which the teachers’ transnational experiences 
impacted their professional identities as teachers, their relationships with students and 
families, and their teaching practices in the United States. I analyzed their visual 
representations (i.e. maps), my observations of their teaching, and interviews, which 
afforded first-person descriptions of their transnational journeys, to better understand 
how their firsthand experiences and environmental influences informed their teacher 
identities and teaching practices (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  
Situated in New York City, home to the largest Chinese and Chinese American 
population of any city outside Asia, this collective case study centered the voices, 
identities, and experiences of Chinese transmigrant teachers via Thirdspace theory, 





transmigrant teachers negotiated their teacher identities and practices in light of 
occupational, geographical, and migrational intersections of identities and experiences, I 
asked the following questions and sub-question:  
1. How do Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers negotiate their teacher 
identities as they experience occupational/geographical/visa transitions? 
2. How are the teacher identities of the Chinese transmigrant early childhood 
teachers enacted in early childhood classrooms when teaching Chinese 
immigrant children and children of Chinese immigrants? 
Sub-question: How do their (past) experiences and identities inform 




The major findings in Chapters IV and V encompass the teachers’ bridging 
identity, their utilization of transnational funds of knowledge and negotiated teaching 
practices, and their unnegotiable principles including a hardworking attitude and 
commitment to fostering their students’ academic success. These findings confirm that 
teaching is “an expression of who we are as individuals” (Beatty et al, 2009, p. 116). 
Looking deeply into the teachers’ professional identities and teaching practices is an 
invitation to partake in their “autobiographical project[s]” (Cole & Knowles, 2000, p. 14).  
As shown in Chapters IV and V, the professional identities of the three teachers 
are punctuated by similarities and differences. Their teaching practices, too, share 
common themes at large, although they varied in terms of specifics. The study echoes 





Billings, 1991; Sleeter, 2000; Su, 1996). Namely, Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin valued 
students’ and families’ cultures, living conditions, and educational perspectives; held 
high standards for children like them, who were typically marginalized in education and 
society; and promoted academic success. However, there were features that were 
distinctive of Chinese transmigrant teachers observed in the study. These distinctive 
features pertain to their transnational funds of knowledge and occupational/geographical/
immigration status transitions.  
In this final chapter, I synthesize key features of the professional identities of the 
three Chinese transmigrant teachers and their teaching practices that show “extraordinary 
simultaneities” (Soja, 1996, p. 57). In doing so, I add to the research literature on 
transmigrant teachers. Then, I offer implications for practitioners, policymakers, and 
researchers in the field of teacher education. 
 
The Trialectics of Being a Chinese Transmigrant Teacher 
 
The teachers’ transnational journeys from China to the United States were 
comprised of multiple transitions. The moment they decided to study abroad in a new 
country, they each transitioned from being a mainstream Chinese student to a culturally, 
racially, ethnically, and linguistically marginalized international student. They then 
transitioned to being a transmigrant teacher. Their immigration status changed; they went 
from being a Chinese citizen to being a temporary resident in the United States, with an 
F-1 visa (and OPT), then a resident with an H-1B visa, and in the case of Pianpian, then a 
permanent resident in the United States. During these transitions, the teachers navigated 





and international student. These identities and their categories are relative to the teachers’ 
locations, occupations, and immigration statuses. Some are not relevant to their current 
status as a Chinese transmigrant teacher (e.g., international student) while others will 
continue to be (e.g., Chinese). All of these identities were not isolated, but rather 
intersectional and transitional.  
The ongoing identity shifts and negotiations made by the transmigrant teachers 
throughout their transnational journeys were key factors that distinguished their bridging 
identity as transmigrant teachers from the identity of immigrant teachers. Like immigrant 
teachers, the transmigrant teachers expressed empathy for and supported immigrant 
children, as they reflected on their own immigration histories and identities as immigrant 
students who experienced similar discrimination, stereotypes, and working-class family 
situations (Galindo, 1996). Alternatively, their empathy and commitment not only 
stemmed from the similarities they shared with students and families, but also from the 
differences they had.  
The three teachers grew up belonging to a culturally, racially, ethnically, 
linguistically, and socioeconomically dominant group in China, where they established a 
key set of values (i.e. valuing knowledge, hard work, and high standards) before coming 
to the United States. After coming to the United States, they experienced marginalization 
processes similar to what the students and their families faced. These somewhat 
“incompatible, uncombinable” (Soja, 1996, p. 5) experiences allowed transmigrant 
teachers to maintain, deconstruct, and reconstruct their perspectives and identities, all of 
which influenced the ways they negotiated unfamiliar and opposing perspectives.  





responsibility of eradicating educational inequality due to the well-known, albeit 
simplistic, racial/ethnic mismatch ideology (Villegas et al., 2012). However, the 
transmigrant teachers’ strengths do not stem from a simple equation such as “Chinese 
teachers understand Chinese students and families better,” but from a more complex and 
nuanced accumulation of experiences that come together to allow Chinese transmigrant 
teachers to have “extraordinary openness” and a “multiplicity of perspectives” (Soja, 
1996, p. 5). For example, the sociocultural nuances, history, and funds of knowledge 
embedded in the act of speaking the same language attest that their strengths and 
experiences should be understood as an “all-inclusive continuum” (Soja, 1996, p. 60). 
Space (spatiality), time (historicality), and being-in-the-world (sociality) all come 
together and influence the way Chinese transmigrant teachers construct and negotiate 
their identities and manifest them in class on a daily basis (Soja, 1996).  
The three Chinese transmigrant teachers’ identities and teaching practices are 
characterized by the “trialectics of being” a Chinese transmigrant teacher crisscrossing 
the border (Soja, 1996, p. 71), “the border in this sense is not just an arbitrary 
geographical line or fence for keeping people in or out, but it is a bridge for people trying 
to maintain their ties in two countries and to have the best of both worlds” (Browning-
Aiken, 2005, p. 179). They not only bridge their past and present personal and 
professional experiences, but also the cultural practices, language repertoires, and lived 
experiences of their Chinese immigrant students, as well as the experiences of other 
marginalized teachers. As such, their identities and teaching practices should be 
understood comprehensively and holistically, taking into consideration their real-and-





unmeasurable, and therefore unknowable” (Soja, 1996, p. 64). 
 
The Thirdspace Classroom 
 
The collective case study of three Chinese transmigrant teachers, presented 
herein, corroborates how they are “immersed in—or at least heavily influenced by—two 
different countries” (Sánchez & Machado-Casas, 2009, p. 5). As Soja (1996) noted: “We 
are becoming increasingly aware that we are, and always have been, intrinsically spatial 
beings, active participants in the social construction of our embracing spatialities” (p. 1). 
Previous perceptions of spatiality limited to geographical boundaries “no longer fit the 
changing contexts of the contemporary moment” (p. 2) and need to be expanded. Even 
though they physically live in the United States, the Chinese transmigrant teachers’ 
identities, perspectives, and relationships are situated in “a dual frame of reference” 
(Dabach & Fones, 2016, p. 9). They cannot be defined within binary understandings of 
categories such as Chinese teacher versus American teacher or international teacher 
versus national teacher, which only invisibilizes and misinterprets who they are and what 
they do. 
The Chinese transmigrant teachers negotiated their professional identities and 
teaching practices influenced by their transnational experiences. Their classrooms can 
each be understood as a Thirdspace, where they manifested their negotiated identities, 
bridging together their past and present experiences. The teachers’ Firstspace experiences 
(in China and the United States) were learned, unlearned, and relearned through 
negotiations in the teachers’ cognitive space (Secondspace) and enacted as unique 





teachers and students alike. As Yuxin explained in Chapter IV about the unique identities 
of her Chinese students, it seems hard to clearly define who the American-born Chinese 
children living in Chinatown are and what their distinctive characteristics are without 
experiencing them firsthand. Yuxin pointed out that the American-born Chinese students 
were both Chinese and American, but neither fully a Chinese Chinese person nor an 
American American; they embodied the trialectics of being an all-encompassing third-as-
Other.  
The three teachers’ teaching practices were very Chinese in some ways, but also 
had components adopted from American education. And yet, each teacher processed and 
negotiated opposing perspectives differently, depending on their own educational 
experiences and philosophies. Li, who was not fully satisfied with her Chinese education, 
tried to incorporate more of the American progressive educational philosophy, whereas 
Pianpian and Yuxin brought in lots of Chinese education elements to their teaching (e.g., 
being a strict teacher, valuing teacher-directed instruction, and giving students 
worksheets). The teachers’ experiences, knowledge, values, identities were all mixed 
together, and they strategically selected what to take out. It was not about one way or the 
other or deconstructing what was already known, but rather, a continuous reformation of 
identities and teaching practices accumulated through transnational experiences. 
The classroom, in this sense, is a lived space of cultural exchange and a site of 
transition, as well as where the students’ and teachers’ identities, experiences, 
philosophies, relationships, knowledge, and practices are in the making. Chinese 
transmigrant teachers and their students’ and families’ identities are continuously 





Their identities and experiences are all simultaneously in existence in each of the Chinese 




This study has important implications for practice, policy, and research in the 
field of teacher education. The three Chinese transmigrant teachers contributed 
significantly to this section by sharing meaningful insights and suggestions during the 
interviews. The implications discussed in the following sections were fashioned from our 
collective voices as transmigrant teachers. 
 
 Teacher Educators 
One of the findings from this study’s cross-case analysis was the dissimilarity in 
the three teachers’ experiences in their teacher education programs. More specifically, 
Yuxin and Li (bilingual/bicultural education) had relatively positive experiences while 
Pianpian (early childhood education) did not. In the former program, the diverse cultures, 
languages, and perspectives of the teachers (then international students) were 
acknowledged and appreciated in class. They were placed in dual language schools with 
diverse student populations during student teaching and the courses addressed the 
significance of valuing students’ and families’ cultures. However, Pianpian’s program 
centered monolingual and monocultural ways of being and educating; as such, it 
marginalized the voices of bilingual pre-service teachers and teachers of color (Cheruvu 
et al., 2015; Mensah & Jackson, 2018; Sleeter, 2001). Reflecting on her marginalized 
positioning and experience in her early childhood teacher education program, Pianpian 





students] more opportunity to . . . bring their culture or the way they approach 
[education], that works for them to the table. Don’t just say, ‘Oh, this U.S. way is always 
the best.’”  
Based on my findings and on my participants’ recommendations, I suggest 
specific ways to make teacher education programs more inclusive, especially to 
transmigrant students. First, teacher educators should take into consideration the 
changing demographics of children and teachers in the United States. This means that 
teacher educators should engage culturally responsive practices and teaching for social 
justice as core tenets; as such, these need to be present in all courses offered by teacher 
education programs and not only in isolated courses (Gorski, 2009). Nevertheless, 
relatively little is known about the social justice teaching practices of teacher educators 
(Goodwin & Darity, 2018). In teacher education, dominant approaches and content are 
rooted in knowledge that “reflects power relationships between nations” (Hamashita, 
2003, p. 97), thereby privileging dominant groups. Many teacher educators’ attitude of 
“arrogant ignorance” silences the experiences of marginalized teachers because “when 
they don’t know a thing, they say it is not worth knowing” (Hamashita, 2003, p. 97). 
Teacher education can be made more inclusive by centering the voices and valuing the 
experiences of transmigrant, immigrant, and other marginalized pre-service teachers 
(Mensah, 2019). Introducing teaching materials and practices from other countries and 
having students introduce teaching practices that they are familiar with are just a couple 
suggestions. Implementing multiple modes of expression besides class discussion and 
writing can also be a strategy to amplify transmigrant, immigrant, and other marginalized 





listening and individual work than talking and group work and others may not feel as 
confidently communicating in written academic English. 
Second, teacher educators should intentionally facilitate student networks among 
of transmigrant, immigrant, and other marginalized pre-service teachers. White pre-
service teachers form social/professional networks and peer connections while in teacher 
education programs, but of transmigrant, immigrant, and other marginalized pre-service 
teachers are often excluded from those networks (Cheruvu et al., 2015). Li suggested 
holding information sessions for international students and transmigrant teachers to help 
those who wish to teach in the United States after graduation. Inviting graduates to share 
their job-hunting processes and visa concerns would help international students who may 
become transmigrant teachers. Typically, international student offices mainly focus on 
policy-related issues, such as visa restrictions (Yao et al., 2019). Li, Pianpian, and Yuxin 
sought advice regarding possible job opportunities, but were discouraged from pursuing 
teaching positions in U.S. schools. The literature affirms that such negative reactions and 
discouraging messages are based on the dogmatic assumption that international students 
leave immediately after graduation (Yuan, 2016) and only supports the construction of 
the cash cow narrative. As such, implications point toward the need for teacher educators 
to proactively support international students who wish to work in the United States given 
the immense strengths the three Chinese transmigrant teachers have demonstrated and 
their readiness to teach in U.S. schools. 
 Finally, the three teachers’ student teaching experiences suggest implications for 
mentor teachers and university supervisors affiliated with teacher education programs. Li 





Pianpian and Yuxin had one positive experience and one negative experience each. The 
negative experience occurred when the they did not feel included in their student teaching 
classrooms. Feeling isolated and alienated are not peculiar experiences limited to 
Pianpian and Yuxin. This is confirmed by prior research, which have documented pre-
service teachers of color reporting racialized student teaching experiences and 
experiencing stress from being misunderstood by White mentor teachers and university 
supervisors (Cheruvu et al., 2015; Mensah & Jackson, 2018). This sheds light onto the 
need to prepare mentor teachers and teacher education supervisors to fully include and 
support pre-service teachers with nondominant cultural and linguistic backgrounds—
including transmigrant, immigrant, and other marginalized pre-service teachers. Positive 
self-identity constructions are important for international students to take pride in who 
they are and what they bring to teaching. Holding regular workshops for mentor teachers 
to acknowledge the strengths of international pre-service teachers and encouraging 
international pre-service teachers to recognize their own strengths are a couple 
suggestions.  
 
Teacher Peers and Teaching Practices 
This study offers implications for teachers working with transmigrant teachers in 
schools and sheds light on the power of a transnational approach to teaching. Such an 
approach is not only powerful, but necessary, as it is becoming more common for 
immigrant children and families to remain connected to families, cultures, and languages 
across geographical borders delineating nation-states (Sánchez, 2007). This study points 
toward the need for teachers to recognize that their immigrant students are transnational 





to do this is by utilizing the lens of transnational funds of knowledge. Instead of 
approaching immigrant students and families from deficit perspectives, teachers can learn 
from their experiences, perspectives, and values by engaging with them in authentic 
conversations, listening deeply to children and families. 
This study also recognizes the need for transmigrant teachers who are already 
teaching in the classroom to be appreciated and acknowledged by their fellow 
educators—teachers and administrators—for their strengths, including their language 
practices and transnational funds of knowledge. In particular, the ways in which the 
Chinese transmigrant teachers worked to bridge the cultural and linguistic misalignments 
of Chinese children and children of Chinese immigrants, valuing their families’ 
expectations and values, suggest the repositioning of the teacher’s role to that of mediator 
between home and school. Such a role is critical and necessary for young children and 
families encountering the American educational system for the first time.  
Finally, this study point toward the need for teachers to move away from 
expecting marginalized immigrant children and families to adjust to the new system on 
their own. Instead, it is important for teachers to make efforts to help children and 
families make sense of and bridging the misalignments between home and school 
practices, Chinese and dominant American ways of communicating, and transnational 
expectations for schooling. The strategies employed by the three Chinese transmigrant 
teachers who participated in this study shed light onto possible needs and future 
possibilities. These include but are not limited to: 
• explaining the purposes and functions of particular classroom activities and 






• utilizing multiple modes of teaching and learning (e.g., acknowledging silence 
as intellectual engagement); and  
• engaging students in direct language instruction by acknowledging and 
addressing contrasts between languages (e.g., engaging in contrastive analysis, 
explaining meanings of idioms/expressions).  
Teachers who are less familiar with or newer to teaching immigrant children and children 
from immigrant families from nondominant backgrounds may benefit from learning 
from, collaborating with, and seeking advice from transmigrant teachers to better support 
and educate immigrant children and children of immigrants. 
 
Policymakers 
I present two implications for policymakers in different sectors (Homeland 
Security and Education). First, this study sheds light on the need for policymakers to 
recognize the strengths of transmigrant teachers and develop policies that allow the 
seamless induction of international students majoring in education (particularly early 
childhood education, given the aforementioned strengths) to join the U.S. pre/schools 
after graduation. Currently, the policy favors specific academic disciplines, tending to 
privilege the STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) fields over 
others. For example, students with F-1 visas in STEM-related fields are allowed to work 
36 months after graduation on an OPT, whereas other international students in education 
can only work 12 months (Department of Homeland Security, n.d.-b). Considering the 
assets that transmigrant teachers can bring to the issues facing U.S. education (e.g., 





growing number of immigrant children and children of immigrant families), extending 
their OPT period or securing visas for transmigrant teachers needs further consideration. 
Second, this study offers implications for the expansion of dual language 
programs as opposed to transitional bilingual education programs from the earliest years. 
At the time of this study in New York City, there were only two public early childhood 
centers that offered bilingual education, and both had transitional bilingual programs. 
This study points toward the need not only to expand dual language programs but also to 
have dual language programs replace all transitional bilingual programs. As the teachers 
in this study affirmed, the underlying message of transitional bilingual schools is that 
students’ home cultures and language practices are not valuable. Such approaches attempt 
to transition Chinese immigrant students to assimilate to American values and condone 
language erasure and loss. That is, transitional bilingual programs do not adequately 
value languages other than English, such as Chinese, treating them as tools to acquire 
English and not seeing the value of othered languages on their own. As such, findings 
from this study point toward the need to abolish transitional bilingual programs and 




This study offers implications for future research on transmigrant teachers 
employing a transnational lens and capturing the dynamic and complex, yet largely 
unknown experiences of these teachers who experience multiple border crossings 
(Giroux, 2005). More studies about transmigrant teachers need to be conducted to avoid 





picture of them. Such research has the potential to challenge and eventually eradicate 
deficit perspectives which position transmigrant teachers as less knowers.  
Employing different theoretical frameworks to highlight their experiences from 
different perspectives will also advance the field’s understanding of transmigrant 
teachers. Future research can also address the perspectives and experiences of children 
and families to complement the teachers’ stories shared in this study. Their experiences 
may provide a new perspective on the meanings and affordances of having transmigrant 
teachers in early childhood classrooms.  
Finally, this study points toward the need for research about teacher educators’ 
teaching practices alongside studies about the experiences of marginalized students in 
teacher education. There have been ongoing critiques of Whiteness in teacher education, 
yet surprisingly little is known about how teacher educators themselves are prepared for 
diverse students and families (Goodwin & Darity, 2014; Souto-Manning, 2019).  
Drawing from the little but relatively consistent findings in the extant literature 
about the experiences of marginalized teachers in teacher education programs (e.g., 
Cheruvu et al., 2015; Mensah, 2019; Mensah & Jackson, 2018; Souto-Manning & 
Cheruvu, 2016), it is imperative to look into what and how teacher educators teach and 
how they support or build relationships with marginalized pre-service teachers. I propose 
that the field of education has much to learn from transmigrant teachers’ constructions of 
Thirdspace classrooms. I envision the direction of future research to be a collective 
movement toward finding third-as-Other approaches and teaching practices by including 
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Pilot Study: Excerpt of Classroom Observation 
Date: 03/08/17  
Time: 8:30-11:00am 
Location: Horizon (pseudonym), 
Room 214 
Participant: Hani (pseudonym) 
Categories Observation notes Reflective notes 
Classroom 
information 
• It is a kindergarten classroom with 3 teachers. 
• Children age range from 4 to 5.  
• Total 16 children (1 absent); 11 White, 2 
Southeast Asian, 1 East Asian, 1 Black, and 1 
bi-racial students. 
• Some children are wearing school uniforms. 
• 2 teachers were head teachers 
and 1 was an assistant teacher. 
Hani is one of the head 
teachers. 
• Race/ethnicity of children were 
relatively diverse; all teachers 




• 3 rectangular tables with 6 seats each and 1 
mini desk (child-friendly size). 
• Block area, bookshelf, painting rack, puzzle, 
art stuff, whiteboard, schedule, weather chart, 
calendar, cubby, job chart, check-in chart. 
• All labels attached are in Chinese.  
• Only Chinese books in the bookshelf. 
• Children’s names are in English (cubby, check-
in chart). 
• Nothing different from typical 
American public schools 
except for the language 
(Chinese) used in the 
classroom. 
• It is interesting that there was 
no dramatic play area. 
Classroom 
Activity 
8:30 As soon as the classroom door is opened, 
children walk into the classroom with their 
parents. Teachers greet children and guide them 
to wash hands and check-in (which is tracing their 
dotted English names). 
It is the first center time. Activities include 
cutting Chinese letters, block building, checking 
in, Unifix cubes, and sorting game (sorting 
Chinese letters based on letter sizes). 
A child says “clean-up” in Chinese. Children start 
singing a clean-up song in Chinese and clean up 
the classroom.  
 
9:00 Meeting time Children are sitting in a circle. 
Together they ask what my name is (in Chinese). 
They sing Chinese song altogether. Hani calls on 
a student to count the number of students in the 
classroom. Children count together. One of the 
students asks why one student is absent. Teacher 
answers in Chinese, but also in English (students 
did not understand?). 
The other head teacher reads over the schedule in 
Chinese. Hani and children chimes in. 
Teachers and children look at the calendar and 
talk about today’s date, sing songs together. Hani 
asks one student to write a word in Chinese. 
Children now sing a weather song, mark the 
weather on the board. 
• Teachers spoke Chinese to 
each other and to children 
(hard to hear English). 
• Children mix used English and 
Chinese (Chinese only to 
teachers, but sometimes 
English to their friends). 
• Some children hummed 
Chinese songs during center 
time. 
• Teachers helped children 
repeat Chinese words such as 
“xiexie (thank you).” 
• Children came up to me and 







Pilot Study: Excerpt of Color-Coded Interview Transcript 
Interview with Lin (pseudonym), a second-grade teacher at a public school 
Interviewer’s questions preceded by “H” 
 
[  ]  U.S. citizenship 
[  ]  Language 





































[inaudible] to see the common theme.. you know. 
 
First of all, if you are doing… just to my knowledge about DOE, whatever who 
will they hire and who will they sponsor visa, they only sponsor who have 
bilingual license, who teach STEM, or special ed certification. Because these are 
high need areas. They don’t have enough national teachers to do this, especially 
the bilingual, if you are bilingual Mandarin, which I have, bilingual Mandarin, if 
you are bilingual Mandarin, you’re, I think Spanish, I’m not sure Spanish 
because now there are lots of Spanish teacher out there. But bilingual Mandarin, 
they definitely will sponsor you, you [sic] will hire you. There are, they actually 
can’t find enough teachers to supply the bilingual education programs, it only 
happens to if it’s a dual language school. I mean Hani (pseudonym) is one of the 
examples, because Horizon (pseudonym), I think Horizon is bilingual Mandarin, 
I think that’s one reason why she got in there. And that was one of the reasons 
why I got into my school, because my principal at that time she was trying to 
hire someone who would be able to speak Chinese and English. Even though I 
don’t use Chinese to teach in the classroom, but I still use Chinese to facilitate 
learning of some of the new immigrant students. They just came to the US and 
they don’t know English, they need some help with transition, so I can use 
Chinese to help them out. Otherwise, I really doubt if schools were to spend 
extra several thousand dollars to hire a foreign teachers, especially as English is 
not your native language. So I was under, I was sort of under pressure also, 
when I first came into teaching because I have to use my second language to 
teach and sometimes you feel like the students can speak better English than 
you, in terms of because they were born here, especially when I was student 
teaching in those like White population schools. Not so much in the classroom 
right now, I feel I am not I’m the most knowledgeable person, I felt I was not 
confident to speak up to the children that I’m teaching, because they are 
immigrant children, even though most of them speak English. But I guess it’s 
because of the national... ethnicity and nationality issue I feel more close to them 
and then if I were to teach a classroom with White students in English, I would 
be little nervous about, less confident if I were to teach a classroom with White 
students, I would be teaching Chinese, I would be using Mandarin, I would be 






















































So did you find your job through... how did you find a job? How did you know 
about the position? 
 
Oh, I didn’t know there’s a position. I just, I just blindly throwing out, like 




Not really blindly. I really did not have any choice at the time, because at that 
year, in order to be register in the pool of the DOE pool to put your self out 
there, people see you putting your application, you have to have a status, like 
green card, or citizenship, and I did not have that. So I was unable to join that 
pool. I don’t know what happen after they open up or something, that year 
there’s a high restriction also. So they were not allowed to hire people that have 
only general education certification or something like that. They have to use of 
their leftover funds first, so anyway, I was, I just went to DOE website and 
looked for all the bilingual programs and I looked at lists of schools that have 
offered bilingual programs or transitional bilinguals in Chinese, and so I just sent 
out emails to all those schools that I got several responses, and then one of them 
is my then principal. 
 
Oh, I see. 
 
But a lot of people worked that year graduating with me didn’t, they couldn’t 
locate their job at public schools, they only applied for like private schools, like 
Horizon and other smaller institutes. 
 
Yeah, so I was gonna ask that, why not private school, why DOE? 
 
I only, well I did apply for Horizon but I didn’t get it. 
 
So you tried private schools, but you just.. 
 




I only tried Horizon, that’s it. Because I didn’t know other schools that have 
bilingual Chinese. And I know that’s the only way I can get a job is through the 
language. Then I just applied for.. and then I asked around said there aren’t any.. 
I asked around and people said you might be able to find more bilingual 







































Yeah, I see. So what was your then biggest concern when you were getting a 
job? Was it the visa? 
 
Once, I really.. I was hopeless. I really didn’t think I would get it. I saw when 




Yeah, when OPT is over, I would be out of the country. I really didn’t think 
there’s any hope that at time. Everything was so awful. Everything was so 
daunting. 
 
It was because of visa, right? 
 
Yeah, yeah, yeah. And I mean, perhaps Hani didn’t have that feeling because she 
got in Horizon and it was early in the year, she got it. But public schools you 
have to wait until later. So when I heard I didn’t get Horizon, I was like, oh, 
there’s no hope anymore, there’s no hope. Because I thought Horizon was my 
biggest bet. But I could understand also, because um I feel like Horizon tends to 
recruit.. they don’t.. for their Chinese program, they don’t really recruit people 
that’s from China directly or they have the limited number of people. They were 
recruiting people like ABC who was born in the US and pick up Chinese later on 
or people from Singapore like Hani. 
 
Ah.. she’s from Malaysia. 
 
Oh, Singapore or Malaysia. Because they probably sounds like they have a 




I feel like Horizon wants, for Horizon, your Chinese, how much you speak your 
Chinese, they couldn’t really tell, the principals are all White and everything. 
But they can tell if you, but they will look for someone who started early with 
English. I spoke, I was talking to, I remember I was talking to one of the head 
teachers in their school, the head teacher didn’t even speak prop.. [proper] I 
mean, the head teacher’s Chinese was like, not so right. But they didn’t really 
care about it. They care how you can use English to communicate with the 
parents, or communicate with their colleagues, but that’s just my assumption. I 
mean the principal, doesn’t principal spend quite some time with me that day, 
like 40 minutes, touring around the school and talking with me, I don’t know 
why I failed, but, maybe it was because of.. because I criticized my previous 
student teaching experience in public school.. I criticized some of the things. 
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 1 






1. I would like to know more about your journey as a teacher. Could you draw a map 
showing your journey as a teacher? Please include “people, places, obstacles, and 
opportunities on the way” (Annamma, 2017, p. 39). You can use different colors to 
show different feelings and be creative as you like. 
 
2. Where does it begin? 
a. Potential follow up: Where were you born and raised?  
3. Tell me about your childhood. 
a. Who were you? 
b. What do you remember most? 
c. Who were the people present in your life during your childhood years? 
d. Tell me about a week in your life as a child. 
4. How was your school life? 
a. Potential follow up: What do you remember about school? 
b. Tell me about your teachers. Which one (or ones) had the greatest impact on 
you? Why? 
 
5. What led you to become a teacher?  
a. Potential follow up: What influenced your decision to become a teacher? 
6. So, you came to the United States to become a teacher; or you came to get an 






a. Tell me: Why did you decide to come to the United States instead of 
undergoing teacher preparation in China. 
 
7. What was your impression of the teacher education program in the United States? 
a. What were your first experiences, thoughts and reactions in your teacher 
education program? 
 
b. Tell me about your classes, peers, and instructors. 
c. Tell me about your placements. 
d. How did your identity impact your experience in the program—if at all. 
e. Tell me about a time that you felt a great sense of accomplishment (or 
personal pride) in your teacher education program. 
 
f. Tell me about a time that you felt like you did not belong (during your teacher 
education program). 
 
8. How was your teacher education experience in the United States? 
a. Tell me about your program. 
b. Tell me some of the highlights of your teacher preparation program. 
c. Tell me about some of the moments you experienced obstacles and 
discomforts. 
 
d. As you look back, tell me a little about how becoming a teacher in the United 
States was similar to and different from your vision of becoming a teacher 
within the context of your home country. 
 
9. Tell me about finding a teaching position. 
a. How did you end up teaching at your current school? 
b. What were some of the challenges?  
i. How did you navigate them? 
c. What are some of the successes? 
10. Tell me about your journey as a teacher. 





b. Where do you think you are going? 
c. What is your greatest strength? 
d. What is your greatest obstacle? 
11. Is there anything else you would like to share—about who you are and how you have 







Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 2 
How do Chinese transmigrant teachers integrate their transnational funds of knowledge 







1. Draw a map of your classroom.  
a. Show/tell me about the classroom spaces referring to the map. 
b. Tell me about the purpose of spaces, equipment, and materials. 
c. I noticed/saw __________________ [observation notes]. What is the purpose?  
d. How did you learn to arrange/organize the classroom this way? 
2. Tell me about your school. 
a. Where is the school located? Tell me about the surrounding environment. 
b. What is the school’s student demographics? 
c. What (special) programs does the school offer to students and/or families? 
3. Tell me about your students. 
a. Where are the students from? 
b. What languages do they speak? 
c. How do you support bilingual/multilingual students? 
d. What strengths do your students have? How do you support them? 
e. What challenges do your students have? How do you support them? 





g. How do you support students’ culture? 
h. How do you get to know your students? What routines or activities do you 
have to get to know them, even outside of academics? 
 
i. I noticed/saw __________________ [observation notes]. Tell me more about 
it. 
 
4. Tell me about the curriculum. 
a. What do you teach? 
b. What decisions do you make about the curriculum? What guides your 
decisions? 
 
c. I noticed/saw __________________ [observation notes]. Tell me more about 
it. 
 
5. Tell me about your relationships with families. 
a. What expectations do you have for families? 
b. How do you engage families? 
c. How do you connect with families? 
d. How do you support families’ culture? 
e. I noticed/saw __________________ [observation notes]. Tell me more about 
it. 
 
6. What are the unique strengths of your classroom? 
a. Why are these strengths important? 
7. What are the challenges you face in your classroom? 
a. How do you deal with it? 
8. Is there anything interesting incidents/episodes happened in your classroom that you 
would like to share? 
 
9. Is there anything else you would like to share—about who your classroom, students, 







Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 3 






1. Draw a map of your identity as a teacher in the United States. You can add words, 
colors, pictures, etc. Be as specific as possible. 
 
a. Tell me about your map. 
b. So, who are you as a teacher? 
c. How do others (school administrator, teachers, students, parents) see you as a 
teacher? 
 
d. How did your past journey inform you to be a teacher you are now? 
e. What does it mean to be a teacher in the United States? 
2. Given what you have said about your journey to becoming a teacher and given what 
you have said about what you do in the classroom, what do you think your strengths 
as a teacher are? 
 
a. What differentiate you from other teachers? 
i. What are the different identities that identify your strengths? 
ii. What are particular experiences/knowledge do you have that other 
teachers may not have? 
 
b. What are your strengths when teaching and interacting with students? 
c. What are your strengths when interacting with families? 
d. What are your strengths when interacting with other teachers? 





a. Do you see your role differently in the United States than if you were teaching 
in your home country? What, why, and how is it different?  
 
4. Reflecting on what you shared in these interviews, what kind of teacher do you want 
to be? 
 
a. What is a good teacher? Has your image of a good teacher ever changed? 
b. What kind of teacher do you think you are now? 
5. What advice do you have to those teaching marginalized children? 
6. What advice do you have to international students in teacher education programs? 
7. What advice do you have to teacher educators or teacher mentors? 

























Observation #: Participant: 















Time Descriptive notes Reflective notes 















Entry Page #’s 
Date/ 
Time Participant Major Activities/Events Comments/Notes 




Hani Interviewed teacher via 
Skype 
Questions: 
• Personal background 
• Job-hunting process 
o Concerns 
o How did you get a 
job 
o Current school info 




Hani Classroom observation 
• Classroom information 
o School location 
o Age group 
o Demographics of 
teachers/children/pa
rents 
• Physical environment 
• Classroom activity 
o 1st center time 
o Morning meeting 
o Library 
o Snack 
o Lesson about fruit 
o 2nd center time 
Paid attention to: 
• How the teacher set up 
the classroom 




• The role of a teacher in 
the classroom 



















List of Codes 
Themes Codes  
[3S] Thirdspace  • [3S-hyb] Hybridity (in-betweenness)  
o Culture 
o Language (code switching) 
• [3S-exp] Multiplicity of experiences  
o Experiences in the United States 
o Experiences in China 
o Transnational experiences 
• [3S-neg] Thirding-as-Othering  
o Negotiated role 
o Negotiated curriculum 
o Negotiated identity 
o Negotiated teaching practices 
o Negotiated (funds of) knowledge 
[ID] (Bridging) Identity  • [ID-ovl] Overall  
• [ID-imm] Immigrant  
• [ID-int] International  
• [ID-Chn] Chinese  
• [ID-tch] Teacher  
• [ID-std] Student   
[TFoK] Transnational Funds of 
Knowledge  
• [TFoK-fam] Family funds of knowledge  
o Household management 
o Family practices 
o Family relationships 
• [TFoK-cul] Cultural funds of knowledge  
o Cultural repertoires 
o Linguistic/communicative repertoires 
o Food 
o Holidays 
•  [TFoK-com] Community funds of knowledge  
o Community resources 
o Community practices 





















[TP] Teaching Practice  • [TP-env] Classroom environment  
• [TP-mtr] Materials  
• [TP-eqp] Equipment  
• [TP-act] Classroom activity  
• [TP-sch] Schedule/routine  
• [TP-int-std] Interactions with students  
• [TP-int-fam] Interactions with families  
• [TP-mng] Classroom management  
• [TP-stg] Teaching strategies 
• [TP-knw] Content knowledge 
• [TP-lng] Language use 
[MT] Multiple Transitions • [MT-geo] Geographical transitions 
• [MT-occ] Occupational transitions 






Excerpt of Coded Cross-Case Analysis Chart: Journey of Becoming Teachers 
Li Pianpian Yuxin 
China  
Mainly influenced by her mom 
[3S-neg] [ID-ovl] 
“Family of teachers”- her only 
career option [ID-ovl], [ID-tch], 
[TFoK-fam] 
Happy childhood (no pressure 
from parents) [3S-exp] [TFoK-
fam] 
Good student [3S-exp], [ID-std] 
Talent in literacy: good 
storyteller, poet, writer [ID-ovl] 
[MT-occ] 
Went to college known for 
diversity [3S-exp] 
Chinese major [MT-occ], [ID-
std], [3S-exp] 
U.S.  
Second time in the U.S. 
(participated in an exchange 
program when in college) [MT-
geo], [3S-exp], [ID-int], [ID-std] 
Grad school in NYC [MT-geo], 
[3S-exp], [ID-int], [ID-std] 
Bilingual program (teacher 
certification) [3S-hyb], [3S-neg], 
[MT-occ] 
Diverse students in class [3S-
exp] 
Small class sizes [3S-exp] 
Liked and learned a lot about 
educational philosophies [3S-
neg], [3S-exp] 
Positive student teaching 
experiences (both placements) 
[3S-exp], [ID-tch] 
Elementary teaching license 
[ID-tch], [MT-occ] 
Got a job relatively easily (but 
heard excuses from schools 
regarding visa) [MT-occ], [3S-
exp] 
Delayed visa process [MT-visa], 
[3S-exp] 
Now on H1-B [MT-visa] 
China 
Spent most time with parents 
[TFoK-fam], [3S-exp] 
Got good K–12 education [3S-
exp], [ID-std], [TFoK-fam] 
Very good student [3S-exp], 
[ID-std] 
Initiated a fan club for a Korean 
boy group [ID-ovl], [3S-exp] 
Loved solving mathematics 
problems & doing workbooks 
[ID-std] 
Finance major [MT-occ], [ID-
std], [3S-exp] 
Lost interest in finance [MT-
occ], [ID-std], [3S-exp] 
Became interested in ECE after 
reading a book [MT-occ], [ID-
ovl] 
U.S. 
Grad school in NYC [MT-geo], 
[3S-exp], [ID-int], [ID-std] 
ECE (teacher certification) [MT-
occ] 
Huge cohort (50-60) [3S-exp] 
White-dominant [3S-exp], [ID-
int] 
Didn’t like the program 
(couldn’t relate) [3S-exp], [ID-
int], [ID-tch], [ID-std] 
Lost interest in ECE (didn’t feel 
confident) [3S-exp] 
One positive and one negative 
student teaching experiences 
[3S-exp], [ID-tch] 
Exposure to arts [3S-exp], [ID-
ovl] 
ECE license + bilingual 
extension + TESOL + special ed 
(later) [3S-exp], [3S-neg], [ID-
tch] 
Got a job after sending hundreds 
of applications [MT-occ], [3S-
exp] 
Worked on OPT, got H1-B, now 
in the process of getting a green 
card [MT-visa] 
China 
Lots of adults were present in 
her early life (grandparents, 
parents, teachers, parents’ 
friends) [3S-exp], [ID-ovl], 
[TFoK-fam] 
Stressful childhood (academic 
pressure) [3S-exp], [TFoK-cul], 
[TFoK-fam] 
Extracurricular activities & 
homework on weekdays and 
weekends [3S-exp], [ID-std] 
Tutoring experiences [3S-exp], 
[ID-tch] 
Good writer (published on 
newspapers etc.) ID-ovl] 
Russian major [MT-occ], [ID-
std], [3S-exp] 
Went to Sweden and Russia 
during college [3S-exp], [MT-
geo], [ID-Chn], [ID-int], [ID-
tch] 
U.S. 
Grad school in NYC [MT-geo], 
[3S-exp], [ID-int], [ID-std] 
Bilingual program (shifted from 
non-cert program to teacher 
certification) [3S-hyb], [3S-neg], 
[MT-occ] 
Diverse students in class [3S-
exp] 
Small class sizes (7-8) [3S-exp] 
One positive and one negative 
student teaching experiences 
[3S-exp], [ID-tch] 
Overall negative experience 
when placed in a general 
elementary ed program (White-
dominant) [3S-exp] 
Got a job after presenting 7-8 
teaching demos [MT-occ] 
edTPA score report got delayed 
[3S-exp] 

























Teachers’ Classroom Maps 
 
Figure A.1  












Figure A.2  






















Figure A.3  




















Examples of Classroom Materials: Chinese Labels 
 

























Participant Letter of Informed Consent and Participants’ Rights 
 
New York City Department of Education  
Institutional Review Board 
Adult Consent Form to Participate in a Research Study 
 
 
1. TITLE OF RESEARCH STUDY AND GENERAL INFORMATION. 
 
Study title: Mapping the identities and experiences of transitional international teachers 
in early childhood education: Moving from Firstspace toward Thirdspace  
 
Study number: Protocol ID 19-265 
IRB of Record: Teachers College IRB 
 
Participation duration: Participation in this study requires three sets of interviews, 
which will take around 60–90 minutes each, and six classroom observations, which will 
take minimum three hours per observation; it will take total 21–22.5 hours of your time to 
complete.  
 
Anticipated total number of research participants: 4 
 
2. RESEARCHERS’ CONTACT INFORMATION. 
 
Principal Investigator: Hyeyoung Ghim, Doctoral Candidate at Teachers College, 
Columbia University, M.A. 
Phone Number: 917-513-5262 
Email Address: hk2649@tc.columbia.edu 
 
Faculty Advisor: Mariana Souto-Manning, Professor at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, Ph.D 
Phone Number: 212-678-3970 
Email Address: Souto-Manning@tc.edu 
 
3. WHAT INFORMATION IS ON THIS FORM? 
 
I am asking you to take part in a research study.  
 
This form explains why I am doing this study and what you will be asked to do if you 
choose to be in this study. It also describes the way I would like to use and share 






Please take the time to read this form. I will talk to you about taking part in this research 
study. You should ask me any questions you have about this form and about this research 
study.  
 
You do not have to participate if you don’t want to.  
 
4. WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 
 
This study is being done to explore the experiences of Chinese transmigrant teachers, 
how they construct their teacher identities and negotiate teaching practices. I am 
interested in learning about how your occupational (student to teacher), geographical 
(home country to the United States), and migrational (“foreigner” to migrant) transitions 
shaped your teacher identity and inform your teaching practices. Through this process I 
hope to discover the unique strengths of Chinese transmigrant teachers when teaching in 
early childhood classrooms. 
 
5. WHO IS BEING INCLUDED? 
 
You may qualify to take part in this research study because you 1) grew up in a country 
where English was not used as a primary language, 2) finished your secondary education 
in your home countries, 3) attended teacher education programs in the United States, 4) 
hold a U.S. teaching certificate, and 5) currently teach in New York City after adjusting 
your visa from F-1 to work visas.  
 
6. WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I CHOOSE TO BE IN THIS STUDY? 
 
Participation in this study requires three sets of interviews, which will take around 60–90 
minutes each, six classroom observations, which will take minimum three hours per 
observation, and three map drawings, which will happen during each interview; it will 




I am asking for you to allow me to audio record you during interviews as part of the 
research study.  
The recordings will be transcribed and used for analysis. The recordings will be written 
down using pseudonyms and then be destroyed. The transcripts will be stored on a 
computer that is password protected.  
Recordings are required for participation. If you do not consent to the recordings 
described above, you cannot participate in this research.  
 








Signature  Date 
 
7. ARE THERE ANY RISKS? 
 
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may 
experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily teaching life. 
However, there are some risks to consider. Potential risks stem from any discomfort you 
may experience in recalling and reflecting on your schooling experience in your home 
countries and in the United States and/or being observed in the classroom. However, you 
do not have to answer any questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk 
about. You can stop participating in the study at any time without penalty. You 
might feel concerned that things you say might get back to your director. The principal 
investigator is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and prevent 
anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym instead of 
your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked in a 
file drawer. 
 
Loss of confidentiality  
A risk of taking part in this study is the possibility of a loss of confidentiality or privacy. 
Loss of privacy means having your personal information shared with someone who is not 
the Principal Investigator and was not supposed to see or know about your information. I, 
the Principal Investigator, plan to protect your privacy. My plans for keeping your 
information private are described in section 9 of this consent form. 
 
8. ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS? 
 
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participants may benefit 
the field of early childhood education and teacher education by sharing the strengths 
Chinese transmigrant teachers have and informing teacher educators to better assist these 
teachers. 
 
9. WHAT ABOUT MY PRIVACY? 
 
Every effort will be made to keep your personal information confidential. However, I 
cannot guarantee total privacy. 
 
The Principal Investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in the 
investigator’s home. Any electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) 
will be stored on a computer that is password protected. Only the Principal Investigator 
will be able to see this file. What is on the audio-recording will be written down and the 





with your pseudonym. Regulations require that research data be kept for at least three 
years.  
 
For quality assurance, the study team, the study sponsor (grant agency), and/or members 
of the Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected 
from you as part of this study. Otherwise, all information obtained from your 
participation in this study will be held strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with 
your permission or as required by U.S. or State law. If information from this study is 
published or presented at professional meetings, your name and other personal 
information about you will not be used. 
 
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to store 
and/or share your interview transcripts, map drawings, observation notes of your 
classroom teaching to be stored/shared for future research. 
 
______ I agree to allow interview transcripts, map drawings, observation notes of my 
classroom teaching to be stored for future research by the researchers of this study. 
 
______ I do not agree to allow interview transcripts, map drawings, observation notes of 
my classroom teaching to be stored or shared for future research. 
 
You may change your mind and revoke (take back) this consent at any time and for any 
reason. To revoke this consent, you must contact the Principal Investigator, Hyeyoung 
Ghim (hk2649@tc.columbia.edu). 
 
However, if you revoke your consent, you will not be allowed to continue taking part in 
the Research. Also, even if you revoke this consent, the Researchers may continue to use 
and disclose the information they have already collected. 
 
10. WILL I GET PAID OR BE GIVEN ANYTHING TO TAKE PART IN THIS 
STUDY? 
 
You will not receive any payment or other reward for taking part in this study. 
 
11. WILL I INCUR COSTS IF I TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
 
There will be no costs to you for being in this study. 
 
12. WHAT ARE MY RIGHTS IF I TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
 
Taking part in this study is your choice. You can decide not to take part in or stop being 
in the study at any time. If you decide not to participate, there will be no penalty to you, 






Your participation will also end if the Researchers or the study Sponsor stops the study 
earlier than expected or if you do not follow the study procedures. 
 
If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed 
becomes available which may relate to your willingness to continue your participation, 
the investigator will provide this information to you. 
 
Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies you will not 
be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate consent, except as specifically 
required by law.  
 
Please tell one of the Researchers listed in Section 2 of this consent form if you decide to 
leave the study before it is finished. 
 
13. WHO CAN I CALL IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 
 
You may call Hyeyoung Ghim at 917-513-5262 or email hk2649@tc.columbia.edu if you 
have any questions or concerns about this research study.  
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, or if you have a 
concern about this study, you may contact the Institutional Review Board listed below. 
 
Institutional Review Board 
New York City Department of Education 
52 Chambers Street, Room 310 
New York, NY 10007 
Telephone: (212) 374-3913 
MAzar@schools.nyc.gov 
 
Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics 
committee)  
Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 W. 120th Street 
New York, NY 10027 
Telephone: (212) 678-4105  
IRB@tc.edu  
 
14. STATEMENT OF CONSENT AND SIGNATURES 
 
Statement of consent  
 
I have read this consent form. The research study has been explained to me. I agree to be 
in the research study described above.  
 





By signing this consent form, I have not given up any of the legal rights that I would have 


















Print Name of Person Obtaining Consent                                                            
 
